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When wee believe any saying whatsoever it be, to be true, from arguments
taken, not from the thing it selfe, or from the principles of naturall Rea-
son, but from the Authority, and good opinion wee have, of him that hath
sayd it; then is the speaker, or person we believe in, or trust in, and whose
word we take, the object of our Faith, and the Honour done in Believing,
is done to him onely.

—Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

Nine hundred and ninety-nine men in every thousand allow others to do
their thinking for them. They take their ideas ready-made from others.
—W. H. Ferris, The African Abroad
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INTRODUCTION

This is that rare thing, a book on medieval philosophy that is in danger of
being overtaken by events. It was written over about a year, from spring
2019 until early 2020. Then in early spring 2020, as I was finalizing the
manuscript, came the COVID-19 pandemic, whose wider repercussions
will no doubt still be unfolding as the book goes to press. As I explain
in chapter 1, I wrote the book in part as a response to a seeming crisis
of authority that has come to dominate the political scene over the past
years. It’s impossible to say now what implications this most recent, and
far more concrete, crisis will have for my theme. Perhaps our reliance on
the expertise of health professionals and epidemiologists will lead to a
renewed respect for expertise more generally. Or perhaps there will be a
backlash provoked by the economic consequences of lockdown and so-
cial distancing. However things turn out, it seems even clearer now than
it was when I started writing the book that a well-considered relationship
to epistemic authority, an ability to make intelligent use of knowledge
that lies beyond our own competence, is vitally important. Indeed it is a
matter of life and death.

As it happens the pandemic has also given me an additional rea-
son to reflect on one of my favorite texts from medieval culture, a text
I was already planning to use to introduce the theme of the book as a
whole. For it is a text set in a situation of radical social isolation and is
in my view also centrally concerned with questions of authority and be-
lief. Called Hayy ibn Yaqzan, it was written in the twelfth century by the
Andalusian doctor and philosopher Ibn Tufayl.! It is an unusual, though
as we’ll see in chapter 3 not unique, work of medieval philosophy in that
it is written as a narrative tale rather than a discursive treatise. The title
character, Hayy, finds himself on a lush island, having arrived there in
one of two alternative ways: after being set adrift in a chest by his mother
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Xii Introduction

or having been spontaneously generated from the earth. He grows to
adulthood without ever encountering another human being. Yet through
native wit and observation of his island home and the heavens above,
he becomes an accomplished scientist and philosopher, and ultimately a
mystic. We see him work out the principles of medicine and natural phi-
losophy, prove the existence of God, and discover the means by which
divine providence is exercised. Finally another human arrives, named
Absal. He has come from another island in search of solitude. Once the
two learn to communicate, Absal is thrilled by Hayy’s wisdom and re-
solves to bring him home so that Hayy can share his learning with the in-
habitants of the other island. But the people there fail to appreciate what
he tells them, and he and Absal in the end return to a shared isolation on
the island where Hayy has spent his life.

While Hayy’s philosophical discoveries are clearly based on the
tradition of Hellenizing philosophy (falsafa) in the Islamic world, it is
less clear what the purpose of the narrative frame might be. I read it as,
among other things, a rejection of the need for authority in belief for-
mation. On this reading, Ibn Tufayl’s point in having Hayy start with a
“blank slate” is to show that it would indeed be possible, in sufficiently
ideal conditions and with sufficient talent, for a single human being to
become an accomplished intellectual with no help apart from the re-
sources of the natural environment. Those of us who did not grow up
alone on a remote island depend on teachers and routinely take authori-
ties at their word. But there is no absolute need to turn to other humans to
achieve enlightenment. You can, quite literally, do it yourself. In fact, the
ending sequence with the second island may suggest that you even might
be better off on your own than in human society, at least if the society is
in thrall to ignorant beliefs and incorrect values.?

This part of the work was potentially provocative, if it was taken to
suggest that the second island was meant to stand in for Muslim Spain or
Islamic societies in general. One author who was in fact provoked was
Ibn al-NafTs, another doctor with philosophical interests. He wrote an an-
swer to Hayy ibn Yaqzan in which the main character is instead called
Fadil ibn Natiq.> Again the hero progresses philosophically while living
alone on an island, but then a ship arrives and Fadil learns valuable truths
of religion from its passengers. Lacking religious revelation and a com-
munity that could impart the teachings of the faith, Fadil could go only
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so far. These two works, then, represent antithetically opposed views on
the need for what we might call “epistemic dependence.” For Ibn Tufayl
and, as we’ll see, other medieval philosophers with Aristotelian leanings,
the resources of reason given to each of us at birth make it possible for us
to arrive at comprehensive and certain knowledge about the universe and
the God who created it. For others, like Ibn al-NafTs, independent reason
needs to be supplemented by some further resource. There is no shame in
depending on others for one’s beliefs. To the contrary, this is just an inevi-
table feature of life as a religious believer and, indeed, as a human.

This book, then, is an exploration of how medieval philosophers
dealt with the problem of epistemic dependence. In chapter 1, I look at
a useful contrast that emerged in Islamic law and theology before being
taken up by philosophers. The contrast is between what in Arabic was
called jjtihad, judgment based on independent effort, and taqlid, accep-
tance of authority. The question whether faqlid is a bad thing admits of
no simple answer. It will depend on, among other things, the status of
the believer. On one view, trained scholars should not indulge in taqlid,
whereas untrained peasants certainly should. But as we’ll see, this
straightforwardly elitist account was not unanimously adopted. In chap-
ter 2, I look at the consequences of refusing to engage in faqglid. The
Aristotelian tradition brought with it ambitious promises of freeing its
adherents from false belief and even from “belief” in general, if this
is taken as a contrast to knowledge. In a scientific context, at least, the
philosopher could and should achieve the certainty and comprehensive-
ness of understanding enjoyed by Hayy on his island. The problem, I
argue, is that the philosophers’ aims were so ambitious, their promises
so grand, that their project came to seem unfeasible. And this provoked
skeptical worries. If knowledge as Aristotle and the other philosophers
understood it cannot be attained, then do we really know anything?

Chapter 3 offers a way out of this problem, by suggesting that a low-
ering of expectations should give us a more plausible, and achievable, set
of epistemic goals. Drawing on the Muslim theologian al-Ghazali, I de-
velop the notion of “justified taglid,” in which one does follow authority
rather than try to attain unassailable proof for everything, yet takes care
not to follow authority uncritically. I then look at several texts that depict
a choice between different belief systems. These model for us the idea of
being critical and intelligently selective in religion and, by extension, in
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other epistemic contexts. From here, we move in chapter 4 to a different
sort of confrontation between religions. Now, instead of imagining an
impartial judge who needs to decide which belief system to adopt, we
have partisans of one faith attacking its rivals. My particular focus is the
question whether members of Abrahamic religions felt able to depend
on pagan authorities in the context of interconfessional debate. So there
is an intimate connection between this chapter and the next, chapter 5.
There, I look at texts addressing the relative merits of the two leading
pagan authorities, Plato and Aristotle. Again, we have here a concrete in-
stance in which medievals were highly self-conscious about giving cre-
dence to a putatively authoritative teacher.

Finally, in chapters 6 and 7 we move away from the “epistemic elite”
of philosophers, theologians, and jurists. First, I look at a class of humans
that was routinely excluded from the intellectual milieu in medieval cul-
ture, namely, women. Women authors nonetheless found ways to take
part in intellectual discourse and even to establish a kind of authority for
themselves. I then end the book by looking at the contrast between hu-
mans and animals. This completes a story that runs throughout the book,
in which I show how an epistemic elite of educated men defined itself in
opposition to the unlearned, to women, and to nonhuman animals. In
each case, we’ll see that the line between favored and disfavored group
was constantly in danger of being blurred, so as to undermine the elite’s
self-satisfied self-conception.*

That self-conception is eloquently expressed in another parable, one
just as populated as Ibn Tufayl’s is unpopulated. It is found in The Guide
of the Perplexed by the great Jewish philosopher Maimonides.’ He asks
us to imagine a palace and a king within, representing God. Wander-
ing far from the palace are those who lack religion entirely. Maimonides
says that these people are not fully human, since their irrationality places
them between monkeys and humans in their mental attainment. These
include far-flung peoples like the Kushites but also, says Maimonides,
some in his own society. The second-worst group are those whose backs
are turned to the palace, because through their own speculation or being
misled by others, they have false doctrines. Then there are those who
wish to enter the palace but have not managed to reach it; this is the situ-
ation of the common run of people. Circling the palace and closest to it
without getting inside are people with true beliefs that they cannot prove
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to be true. Under this heading Maimonides mentions jurists of the Jew-
ish tradition, but, as we’ll see, the Muslim philosophers (falasifa) had
similar assessments of the theologians (mutakallimiin) who were their
rivals for intellectual dominance in the Islamic world. Finally there are
those who do attain proof and have knowledge of God to the greatest ex-
tent possible; they are represented in the allegory by those who are in at-
tendance upon the king himself.

Tellingly, Maimonides’s image draws a parallel between scholarly
expertise and proximity to political power. Of course, medieval scholars
were often farther from the halls of power than they would have liked.
Still, quite a few of them consorted with princes (al-KindT tutored the
caliph’s son), enjoyed patronage from various potentates (such patron-
age plays a significant role in Avicenna’s biography), or had significant
political responsibility in their own right (Bonaventure was head of the
Franciscan order). More generally, there is no doubting that the epistemic
elite in this period, as in ours, was also a social and economic elite. So
one could usefully extend the studies in this book to grapple more fully
with the political implications of medieval epistemology. I do touch on
political questions in what follows, especially concerning the predica-
ment of oppressed groups like Jews, women, and the inhabitants of the
“New World” once they were contacted by Europeans. But for the most
part, when I speak of “authority” I mean by this being recognized as a
reliable source of belief, not wielding economic or coercive power: think
of Aristotle, not Alexander the Great.

And one final note before I begin. Aristotle and Alexander the Great
are of course familiar names, but already in this introduction there may
have been at least one name that is not familiar, Ibn Tufayl. And there are
probably many more to come. As I explain in chapter 1, this book ranges
widely in chronological and cultural terms. This was a conscious deci-
sion on my part. Of course my primary goal is to discuss medieval ideas
about authority and belief, showing their surprising nuance and fruitful-
ness. But a secondary goal is to demonstrate the richness and diversity
of medieval philosophy, using this one theme as an example. It may be
rather surprising (or even annoying) that I have deemphasized the Latin
scholastic tradition that usually occupies center stage in treatments of any
theme in medieval thought. The most famous thinker of the medieval
era, the scholastic Thomas Aquinas, appears as a significant voice only in



Xvi Introduction

chapter 7. This is not to issue any value judgment about Aquinas or scho-
lasticism in general; | am fascinated by both. But I do hope that this book
will convince you that medieval philosophy is a far broader phenomenon
than just the output of Latin schoolmen. It included Christians working in
the Byzantine and Islamic empires; it included Jews and Muslims; it in-
cluded intellectuals of Africa and central Asia; it included women.

The downside of this approach is that the book involves a cast of
many characters, some of whom get starring roles, with many others
making cameo appearances. Since it would have been distracting and
needed much additional space to introduce each thinker properly, I have
made no effort to do this here. I would instead take the liberty of refer-
ring readers to my podcast and book series, A History of Philosophy
Without Any Gaps. It provides detailed overviews of all the philosophers
mentioned here, and many more besides. At the end of this book, I offer
some guidance for further reading on individual thinkers and move-
ments, but readers are also referred to the chapters’ notes for a more de-
tailed bibliography.



CHAPTER 1

Taqlid

Authority and the Intellectual Elite
in the Islamic World

I live in Europe, where people actually ride bicycles, and recently I was
riding with my wife through Munich. We came to an intersection. Ahead
of me, my wife slowed down, checking for oncoming cars, then went
across. It suddenly struck me that it would be perfectly reasonable for me
to follow her across the intersection, without bothering to look whether
it was safe. After all my wife is reliable and has good judgment, both in
general and when it comes to the rules of the road. Indeed, whereas |
am a frequently distracted philosopher, she’s a normal person, so when
it comes to this kind of thing I tend to trust her more than I trust myself.
And she would hardly be crossing if a car was coming. So why not ride
straight across, trusting her implicitly as I do? I would quite literally be
staking my life on the assumption that she made the right decision, but
this was a bet that, I realized, I would quite happily make.

Then I looked for traffic anyway, just to be on the safe side. But it
got me thinking about how we make decisions and form beliefs, and
the fact that we often do so simply by accepting the judgment of other
people whom we take to be authoritative. I had been thinking about this
for a while anyway, because this very issue lies at the heart of many of
our current political controversies. We are increasingly warned against
taking our beliefs from sources that were previously considered au-

9. 6

thoritative: yesterday’s “paper of record” is today deemed ““fake news”;
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well-credentialed scientists with expertise in vaccinations or climate
change are greeted with distrust. Michael Gove, responding to econo-
mists’ gloomy predictions of Britain leaving the EU, ventured that
“people in this country have had enough of experts.”! Part of the prob-
lem is that many political issues are so vast in their complexity and scope
that they defy the ability of individual people to form beliefs in a way
that seems responsible. How many of us understand enough about the at-
mosphere to have a reasonably informed personal opinion about climate
change, never mind being in a position to critically evaluate what clima-
tologists might say? On this and many other issues, we are apparently in
the politically and epistemologically uncomfortable position of choosing
whose opinions we should blindly accept.

What I want to show in this book is that we can learn something
about blind acceptance, and how to avoid it, from a surprising source:
medieval philosophy. Surprising, because medieval philosophers have a
reputation for forming their beliefs in the most uncritical of ways, bound
as they were by authority, locked into inflexible worldviews by their
theological commitments, and threatened with institutional sanction (or
worse) if they dared to step out of line. I will implicitly challenge such
assumptions, but that is not so novel. No expert in the field would today
accept this description of the medieval mind-set as slavish and merely
imitative. My main point will be a different one, namely, that medieval
philosophers engaged in explicit and productive reflection on this very
question of when, and how, one might responsibly form one’s beliefs
based on authority.

I am going to cover quite a lot of territory, both chronologically and
geographically. I will highlight authors and texts from the end of late an-
tiquity, in the fifth century or so, down to the European Renaissance, in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, with occasional forays even later
than that. The scope of the book will thus cover what one leading scholar
of the field, John Marenbon, likes to call the “long middle ages.” Fur-
thermore, I'm going to look at three distinct, yet closely interconnected,
medieval cultures. Some of what I will say concerns Latin Christendom,
which is the more familiar terrain for many readers. But I will also talk
about intellectuals in the Greek-speaking Byzantine empire and in the
culture to which most of my own research has been directed, the Islamic
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world. There will be Christians there too, as well as Jews. But in this first
chapter I want to focus on a concept that has its original home within
Islam itself, and more specifically in methodological debates that raged
between Muslim scholars of law and theology. These scholars did us the
favor of finding a single word to describe the phenomenon I am inter-
ested in: taqlid.

This word is often translated as “imitation,” “uncritical accep-
tance of authority,” or “blind following.” It comes from a verb (gallada)
meaning “to gird” or “to hang something upon the neck,” for instance,
a necklace placed on a sacrificial animal. Fairly early in the Islamic
legal tradition—perhaps in Iraq around the end of the eighth century>—
it came to be used for reaching judgments on the basis of someone
else’s authority. Someone who practices faqlid, in Arabic a mugallid,
has not personally reflected as to whether the judgment in question can
be grounded in the sources of Islamic law, namely, the Quran and the
hadith, or collected reports of the sayings and deeds of the prophet. Such
reflection is called ijtihdd, meaning “effortful exertion”—it relates to the
well-known Arabic word jihad—and someone who performs ijtihad is
a mujtahid. This terminology was, as I say, first used in legal contexts.
But it quickly became important for theologians too, who began to de-
bate the very question I have just been raising. Is it all right to form one’s
beliefs, notably, one’s religious beliefs, just by following apparently re-
liable authority, hence by engaging in taql/id? Or do we have a respon-
sibility to perform ijtihad? As we might put it, should we really try to
think for ourselves?

In addition to suggesting that medieval Muslim thinkers had useful
insights about this question, I want to suggest an even more surprising
historical thesis. Some readers may already have been thinking, when
I mentioned the typical prejudices about medieval thinkers, that these
prejudices would not apply to at least a handful of philosophers from the
Islamic world. These were figures I like to think of as the Aristotelian
avant-garde, men like al-Farabt (d. 950), Avicenna (Ibn Sina, d. 1037),
and Averroes (Ibn Rushd, d. 1198) who thought that all important be-
liefs could be established by pure reason.* They accepted the religious
teachings of Islam but emphasized that these teachings were ratified and
ultimately explained by Aristotelian philosophy. For them religion was

RT3
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really just a less technical presentation of fundamental philosophical
truths, in a form that could be appreciated by non-philosophers.

With this, the Aristotelian avant-garde espoused a rationalism more
radical than we find in practically any thinker of medieval Christendom,
in either the Latin or Greek sphere. In Arabic these Aristotelians were
often referred to as faldsifa, from falsafa, which is of course just a loan-
word from Greek, based on philosophia. Some have exalted the falasifa
as the only true philosophers in the Islamic world, and perhaps in any
medieval culture, precisely on the grounds of their unabashed rational-
ism.* But ironically, the elitist rationalism of the falasifa was itself an in-
heritance from the Islamic legal and theological tradition, or so I shall
argue. It was by transposing the legal and theological concepts of ijtihdad
and faqlid to the context of Aristotelian philosophy that the falasifa were
able to articulate their own self-conception as independent thinkers who
followed reason wherever it might lead.

Let us return, then, to the debate over taqlid within Islamic law and
theology. Perhaps the most important figure in the beginning of this de-
bate is al-Shafi'T (d. 820), the founding figure of one of the four major
“schools” (sing. madhhab) of Islamic law. Al-ShafiT is well known for
his endorsement of rational method in law, which would allow for stan-
dardization of legal practice across the enormous Islamic empire. With
this, he ushered in a new phase of jurisprudence, in which the judgment
of a class of trained experts would replace more informal legal customs,
which might differ from one place to another.” A well-known example
of the methods he proposed is analogy, where the ruling in a clear case
is transferred to an unclear case because the second case is relevantly
similar to the first. For instance, if wine is explicitly forbidden, by anal-
ogy whiskey is also forbidden because it is intoxicating just like wine.

[jitihad could include the use of analogical reasoning but should
not be identified with this or any other particular rational method. It is
the use of any such method to arrive at an independently derived legal
opinion rather than uncritically accepting the judgment of others, which
of course is taqlid. Al-Shafi'T himself does not always use the term taqlid
in a pejorative sense: it is good and proper to be a mugallid when it comes
to following the Prophet and his companions.® But he thought that any
jurist worthy of the name should be willing and able to perform jjtihad,
which he deemed necessary because earlier legal scholars had often
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disagreed or simply offered decisions without any accompanying basis.
As Ahmed El Shamsy has written, whatever reasoning prompted such
earlier opinions was a “black box™ and could not be a basis for further
jurisprudence.’

Al-ShafiT’s followers were even more forthright in their critique of
taglid, which for them came to have an exclusively negative connota-
tion. This forced them to explain how they could indeed be followers of
al-Shafi'T himself, a rather ironic project that calls to mind the scene in
Monty Python’s Life of Brian in which Brian instructs his deluded fol-
lowers, “You’ve got to think for yourselves! You're all individuals!,” at
which point they all shout, “Yes, we are all individuals!” The Shafi‘ts
dealt with the problem by either restating, and hence in effect personally
endorsing, their master’s own legal reasoning to get around the “black
box” problem or improving on that reasoning by offering corrections to
what al-ShafiT had said or further evidence to support his findings. This
set a rationalist standard for jurisprudential reasoning: a qualified jurist
is one who can supply an evidential argument or proof (hujja) for each
decision. In contrast to this, faqlid was defined already in the early tenth
century as qubil gawl bi-la hujja, “accepting a position without proof.”

There is a famous debate among scholars of Islamic law as to how
widely, and for how long, independent reasoning, or #jtihdad, was prac-
ticed by jurists. It used to be a commonplace to say that relatively soon
after the time of al-Shafi'T and other school founders, jurists simply
stopped bothering with jjtihdd and contented themselves with good old
uncritical taglid. But a now-classic article by Wael Hallaq argued that
the so-called gate of ijtihad was never closed, if this means that legal
scholars at some point entirely withdrew from personal reflection. To the
contrary, we find even later jurists saying for instance that “it is not pos-
sible for an age to be devoid of a mujtahid.”® Simply as a practical matter,
independent reflection was needed to deal with new questions, such as
the permissibility of using coffee and tobacco, much discussed by jurists
of the Ottoman empire. It has, however, been argued that ijtihad was ap-
plied in exceptional cases by exceptional figures and that most jurists
since the Middle Ages restricted themselves to studying and following
the tradition. The mujtahid would be a bold and even iconoclastic fig-
ure, one who effectively sought to play the role of a new founder like al-
ShafiT. In light of this, Sherman Jackson has suggested that we simply
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think of taqlid as a form of legal “precedent,” dropping more pejorative
translations that have to do with blind obedience.’

We don’t need to wade into the historical debate over the frequency
and historical life span of ijtihad. For our purposes it is enough to note
that in the Sunnf traditions, it was common to recognize a hierarchy of
more and less advanced legal scholars.'® At the top was the pure mujta-
hid, who worked out a legal reasoning for his decision based directly on
revealed sources. At the bottom was the pure mugallid. This was the ju-
rist who simply memorized previous decisions and reapplied them. The
same status was occupied by ordinary people, often called al-'‘awamm,
literally, “the common people,” and similar in force to the ancient Greek
phrase “hoi polloi” (the Arabic term al-jumhiir has the same meaning).
As that implies, we are dealing here with a straightforward epistemic
elitism: the legal scholar who performs ijtihad has real knowledge (‘ilm),
whereas the ordinary person or fagl/id-bound judge is doomed to igno-
rance (jahl) or, more optimistically, mere opinion (zann). The elitism
stands even when we take into account that jurists recognized other levels
between the pure mujtahid and the mugallid. For instance one might per-
form what was called “ijtihad within a school” (ijtihad fi I-madhhab) or
“affiliated ijtihad” (ijtihad muntasib), that is, reasoning within the dic-
tates and principles of one’s legal tradition. Another way that common
believers might avoid slavish passivity was through a minimal form of
ijtihad, called following (ittiba‘). This did not involve requesting a full
rationale for a judgment but simply meant pressing jurists to confirm that
they were indeed basing their judgments in valid sources of religious law
and not personal opinion.!!

The Sh1T legal tradition, meanwhile, attacked the epistemic elitism
of the mainstream Sunnt schools for being, in a sense, not elitist enough.
For the Shi‘a, Islamic law cannot be properly applied without the guid-
ance of the inspired Imams who descend from the family of the Prophet
through his cousin and son-in-law ‘AlT. What was for them unconstrained
legal reasoning, as practiced by al-Shafi'T and other Sunnf jurists, re-
sulted in mere opinion, not knowledge.'? Yet as Shi'T legal thought devel-
oped, it also made a place for ijtihad, of course within the guidelines laid
down by the imams. So we find Sh1T scholars too contrasting the knowl-
edgeable scholar with the typical believer who may, and indeed should,
engage in taglid. As one such scholar put it, “It is incumbent on the ordi-
nary person (‘@mmi) to act by taglid if he is incapable of ijtihad.
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Intellectuals who engaged in rational Islamic theology (kalam)
were concerned with, and often formally trained in, Islamic law. So it
is no surprise that these debates concerning the permissibility of taglid
found their way into theological discussions. I don’t have space here to
tell this whole story, any more than I have told the whole story of taglid
in [slamic jurisprudence. But it can at least be mentioned that the early
thinkers we usually group under the heading of Mu‘tazilism generally
took themselves to be carrying out a religious obligation to engage in
speculative inquiry (nazar). This was the view of the leading thinkers of
the Basra school among the Mu‘tazilites, like Abt ‘Al I-Jubba't (d. 915)
and his son, Abli Hashim al-Jubba'1 (d. 933). It is reported of them that
they held the following:

Whoever is capable of knowledge of God becomes an unbeliever if
he does not apply knowledge to know God, regardless of whether he
abandons knowledge to pursue imitation (taglid), doubt, conjecture
(zann), or ignorance.'

We know of a dispute between Abti Hashim and another Mu'tazilite,
Abii 1-Qasim al-Balkhi, known as al-Ka'bt (d. 931). Unusually within
this tradition, al-Ka'b1 held that ordinary believers who engaged in taglid
were doing just what they should. He distinguished between, on the one
hand, an elite of theologians who had the capacity, and therefore the ob-
ligation, to pursue knowledge of God through speculative inquiry and,
on the other hand, those who “are morally obligated to apply taglid and
conjecture: these are the laypeople (al-‘awamm), the slaves, and many
women.” This of course is simply the familiar elitism of the jurists, ap-
plied to the subject matter of theology.

The more demanding attitude of the Mu'tazilites, who wanted all
believers to engage in what we might call an ijtihad of theological reflec-
tion, was taken up by the most famous critic of Mu'tazilism, al-Ash‘arT
(d. 935). He and his followers, the Ash‘arites, are sometimes thought
of as being less rationalist than the Mu'tazilites. There is some reason
for that, because of such teachings as their divine command theory of
ethics, which they opposed to the Mu'‘tazilite view that humans can work
out their moral obligations through pure rational reflection. But on the
subject of taqlid, the Ash‘arites are remarkably rationalist too. Already
in al-Ash‘arT himself we have the idea that the Quran contains clear
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proofs (hujaj) and arguments (adilla) that establish God’s existence and
his omnipotence over all created things and that prove the genuineness
of Muhammad’s prophecy and the obligation to follow his example. As
Richard Frank has written, al-Ash‘arT assumes that “the reasoned argu-
ments are probative and complete on the grounds of theoretical reason
alone, for if they are not so, then the Prophet’s claim to authority cannot
be reasonably accepted.”

Taking up this approach, later Ash‘arites cite the Quranic verse,
“most of them do not know the truth, so they turn away” (21:24), as a
command to avoid taglid. One theologian said that the verse “shows that
to accept taglid is wrong and that one must carry out the proofs and dem-
onstrations,” so that those who practice faglid “lack knowledge because
they turn away from reasoning.”® Frank has argued that in their stric-
tures against taglid, the main concern of the Ash ‘arites was that believers
should be free of uncertainty. A mugqallid might not be an unbeliever but
is a believer in only a qualified sense, because their convictions might be
overturned by doubts that occur to them or are put to them by skeptics.
In the absence of secure proofs, they will inevitably be vulnerable to this
eventuality.

Frank is clearly right about this. For instance, he cites a report con-
cerning the Ash‘arite theologian al-Isfara'ini (d. 1027), who said that
commoners (‘awamm) are of two types.

One consists of people who are not wholly lacking in a kind of rea-
soning, even if it is imperfect in its expression and its grounding.
Such people are truly believers and in the proper sense, know (‘arif).
The second consists of people who are completely unenlightened in
this respect and have no real knowledge, rather, since they believe
through taqlid, their belief lacks integrity and not one of them is free
of uncertainty and doubt."”

However, I suspect that the Ash‘arites also had a further concern, which
is a specific case of what philosophers now call “epistemic luck.”’® Be-
lievers whose convictions are formed by faglid will only be right if they
happen to follow reliable authority, and this will be the case only if they
happen to follow authority that is in fact reliable. Thus a report on an-
other theologian, Abii 1-Qasim al-Ansari (d. 1072), has him saying that
those who lack knowledge have only “belief founded on conjecture and
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opinion; if they are right in what they believe, they believe by an unre-
flected acquiescence to the truth, and if they fail to grasp the truth, they
are in error and deviate from the truth.”

We saw that the jurists qualified their legal elitism by distinguish-
ing between levels of taglid, with one or more middle positions between
outright taglid and fully independent ijtihad. The Ash‘arites did much
the same in the theological context. One of their foremost theologians,
al-Juwaynt (d. 1085), said that ordinary believers have “knowledge” in
an extended sense if they have a sufficiently strong feeling of certainty in
their faith. He worried that demanding full-blown rational inquiry from
them is “imposing an obligation that cannot be fulfilled,” so that “they
are required only to have correct belief that is free from doubt and un-
certainty, and they are not required to know.”?® Not required to know,
that is, in the strict and proper sense of the knowledge attained by an ex-
pert theologian, such as al-Juwayni himself. Another qualification that,
again as in the legal case, leaves the elitism standing is that the commu-
nity as a whole must include select individuals who perform inquiry. In
effect the theologian is doing the epistemic work for everyone else, just
as there need to be some mujtahids in law without every Muslim having
to perform ijtihad.

The ideas I have just surveyed appear early in the history of Islamic
theology and are echoed in the following centuries. Here my discussion
is necessarily even sketchier, but allow me to refer to just three later theo-
logians who took strikingly critical positions toward taglid. 1 first want to
mention the Persian thinker al-Dawwant (d. 1501), who talked about his
own journey from taqlid to ijtihad.

I said to myself: “oh soul which has these beliefs, do you take them
to be true and accurate on the basis of intellect or pure taglid?” The
soul replied: “even though they are taqlid, still they arise from some-
thing true and from the discernment of intellect.” By way of proof,
the soul added, “when it comes to my beliefs I am the mugallid of
someone who is my mujahhid, and all his beliefs are true, since they
arose through the discernment of intellect. Therefore my beliefs are
all true.” Even though this proof has been constructed in a perfect
arrangement, still when I placed the argument on the scales of intel-
lect it had no weight. So I debated with myself anew and asked my
soul, “what do you believe about the truth of the mujahhid? Could
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it be that there is an error among his beliefs, or not?”” My soul chose
the first option. So I said to it, “on that assumption, the major [prem-
ise] of the proof, which you built to prove your beliefs, is false. For
whoever errs cannot be given confidence such that all his beliefs are
certain to be true and accurate. And this argument has as its conclu-
sion that not all the beliefs of the mugqallid are true. Furthermore, if
the aforementioned assumption of the proof were true, then it would
follow that the beliefs of the mugallid of every religion and creed
would be true, by the same reasoning.” And then the soul could not
respond.”!

Note that he here invokes the consideration I just mentioned, that faqlid
exposes believers to epistemic luck. If you are not yourself engaging in
ijtihad, you just have to hope that the sources of your taglid beliefs knew
what they were doing. This is vividly supplemented by the final point
that adherents of religions other than Islam could happily retain their
(false) beliefs by depending on faqlid, with no less justification than the
Muslim mugqallid.

Around the same time in the Islamic West, or Maghreb, we find the
Moroccan scholar Muhammad ibn Yaisuf al-Saniist (d. 1490) taking an
even stronger line against taglid. He lays down a blanket ban against it,
even for ordinary believers. This “universalist” view has been discussed
in a recent book by Khaled El-Rouyaheb, who explains that for al-Santist
every Muslim must master the basics of Ash‘arite theology.”* Everyone
has the responsibility to engage in inquiry so as to reach certainty
(yagin), and those who don’t do this are unbelievers. When al-SantisT
demands certainty, he is asking for more than the subjective feeling of
confidence that al-JuwaynT had in mind, which could give the ordinary
believer “knowledge” in an extended sense. As I've pointed out else-
where, theologians who allowed taglid to the non-expert were depend-
ing not only on that feeling of certainty, but also on the tacit assumption
that the non-expert Muslim has indeed gotten epistemically lucky.?® The
sources of belief he happens to follow are indeed reliable, so his beliefs
wind up being true. As al-Dawwant observed, had this ordinary Muslim
been born a Christian or Jew, he or she would have had false beliefs in-
stead. You can see why that would not be enough for al-Saniis. He wants
believers to do more than feel confident in believing something that is,
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fortunately for them, in fact true. Believers must go through arguments
that establish the truth of their beliefs. Their feeling of certainty must be
earned and well justified.

Al-SantisT was an extremely influential figure, whose works were
received (among other places) in sub-Saharan Africa.?* One short work
of his is still taught in modern-day Nigeria, and in the centuries after his
death there were commentaries written on his works in Fulfide. The es-
teem in which he was held is exemplified in one story circulating about
him: a member of his circle found himself unable to cook meat, because
mere acquaintance with al-SantisT made fire ineffective—the point being
that his associates were guaranteed to avoid burning in hell. His intellec-
tual legacy included teachings on taglid by African scholars, such as the
seventeenth-century Fulani theologian Muhammad al-Walt al-Malikt
(fl. 1688), based in what is now the country of Chad. Like al-Saniist he
held that there is a universal responsibility laid upon all Muslims to avoid
taqlid and become acquainted with argumentative proofs (adilla) for
their beliefs about God. As Dorrit van Dalen has pointed out, this gen-
eral demand was in a way an attempt to assert the standing and impor-
tance of the scholarly elite. Scholars should provide guidance to common
believers by showing them, for instance, that the Quran contains proofs
of God’s existence and omnipotence. Van Dalen tells the story of a West
African town called Sijilmasa, where ordinary citizens were quizzed to
see whether they could answer “philosophical questions” about the one-
ness of God! In that sort of context, theologians would have as reliable
a function in society as the driving instructors without whose help you
aren’t going to get your license.

This is an important point. As was noted by early followers of al-
Shafi1, avoiding taglid does not imply that you actually do everything on
your own, with no help. It is consistent with taking advice, what was in
a legal context called “consultation” (mushawara), so long as the person
who receives the advice understands the reasoning according to which
the decision has been reached.® In this sense, even theologians who took
the “universalist” view that all Muslims should ground their belief in ra-
tional understanding typically had a very elitist position. When the early
Mu'tazilites, al-Ash‘arT and his followers, al-Santist or Muhammad al-
Wali, said that every believer should do a bit of theology, that is all they
meant: a bit of theology, enough to give them a secure, well-justified
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confidence in the fundamentals of their religion. As expert theologians,
these same figures would have seen themselves as occupying a much
higher level of rational understanding. And that goes double for theolo-
gians who, in a more condescending fashion, advised that ordinary be-
lievers avoid independent inquiry entirely.

One theologian who had this sort of view was the great Ash‘arite
theologian, philosopher, and mystic al-Ghazalt (d. 1111). He was a stu-
dent of al-Juwayni, who to quote Richard Frank again, held that “‘real
knowledge’ is the property of a small elite who are capable, on the basis
of their own insight and ability, of independently working out the rational
demonstrations of the truth of their belief against any conceivable diffi-
culty or counter-argument.”?® Along the same lines, al-Ghazali reserved
inquiry for the few and prescribed pure taqglid for the many.”’ In yet an-
other version of that hierarchy we saw in the context of Islamic jurispru-
dence, he distinguished between true scholars who have knowledge and
genuine certainty, theologians who attain some rational understanding
but still accept many things in religion on the basis of authority, and or-
dinary people who never get past faqlid. He did concede that some few
might rationally grasp the basic principles of Islam on the strength of
convincing arguments found in the Quran, as already proposed by al-
Ash‘ari. But generally al-Ghazali thought it was not a good idea for most
people to indulge in speculation. In fact he wrote an entire work that, as
its title says (/ljam al-‘awamm ‘an ‘ilm al-kalam), was dedicated to dis-
couraging common folk from engaging in theology (kalam). Its pursuit
would as likely lead them astray as bring them to better understanding.
As Frank Griffel has written, for al-Ghazali “in the case of the ordinary
people, taqlid is not only tolerated but welcomed, since an acquaintance
with independent thinking would run the risk of having this group of
people fall into unbelief.”*

In al-Ghazali’s most famous work, The Incoherence of the Philoso-
phers (Tahafut al-falasifa), he aims the weapons of the tagl/id debate on an
unexpected target: the falasifa. These self-styled “philosophers” claimed
to be outdoing the theologians in the use of reason, as we’ll see in a mo-
ment. But for al-Ghazalt they were just engaging in faglid with different
sources. Instead of blindly following a legal scholar, theologian, or even a
prophet, they chose to follow Aristotle. Here we have an example of being
epistemically unlucky. Just as ordinary Muslims have epistemic luck,
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insofar as their taglid leads them to embrace genuine truths unreflectively,
so philosophers accept whatever the Aristotelians say on the basis of their
authority and wind up embracing falsehoods instead. In particular, they
come to hold three beliefs that qualify as outright unbelief: that the uni-
verse is eternal, that God knows universals and not particulars, and that
the afterlife is purely immaterial with no resurrection of the body.” This
is the charge sheet laid against the fal@sifa in the Incoherence.

Actually only the first of these three teachings, the eternity of the
universe, is explicitly present in Aristotle. The second one about God’s
knowledge is distinctive of Avicenna, though based on Aristotelian
premises.’® The third can also be ascribed to Avicenna but is really a
more general Platonic commitment pervasive in philosophy starting
with late antiquity. But no matter. Al-Ghazali’s point, and his accusa-
tion, is that the falasifa cannot prove these things. How could they, since
they are false? So they have been led to believe them through taglid
rather than a reliable reasoning process. Anticipating al-Dawwani’s
point that faglid can explain the religious beliefs of non-Muslims, al-
Ghazali even compares the philosophers’ convictions to the way that
Jews and Christians accept the religious faith of their parents.

If al-Ghazali is the most famous critic of the falasifa, then Aver-
roes would be the most famous critic of al-Ghazali. In several works,
including his pointedly titled /ncoherence of the Incoherence (Tahafut
al-tahafut) as well as his Decisive Treatise (Fasl al-magal), he rebuts
al-Ghazalt and along the way asserts an epistemic hierarchy that mir-
rors, and seeks to replace, the hierarchies we’ve seen in Muslim jurists
and theologians. In doing so, he is taking up an earlier rationalist theory
of philosophical supremacy, offered a couple of centuries earlier by al-
Farabl. As explained in a recent study by Feriel Bouhafa, al-Farabi’s
Book of Religion (Kitab al-Milla) argues that Islamic law is subordinated
to philosophy, in particular, ethics.’® As Bouhafa puts it, al-Farabi “re-
quires merely that the jurist hold correct beliefs and possess the virtues
of his religion” (my emphasis). The jurist’s role is to accept the judg-
ments laid down by the religion’s founder and his successors, if any—in
the case of Islam these would be the Prophet Muhammad and the four
“rightly guided caliphs”—and to apply these judgments to new or un-
clear cases, thus dealing with particulars rather than reaching univer-
sal determinations about human conduct. Similarly the theologian is
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someone who deals with theoretical issues at the level of mere beliefs
(ara’), without having true understanding. In both the practical and the-
oretical spheres, such understanding is reserved for philosophy, which
provides knowledge at the level of necessary and universal proof, which
is dignified with the title “demonstration” (burhan). Al-Farabi thus
states that “all the excellent laws fall under the universals of practical
philosophy, while the theoretical beliefs (al-ara’ al-nazariyya) in the re-
ligion have their demonstrations in theoretical philosophy (falsafa).”**

Al-Farabt assumes that very few people will be in a position to un-
derstand these issues at a “philosophical,” that is, demonstrative, level.
So most adherents to a religion will have to embrace it at the level of
mere belief, just like the jurists and theologians. Al-Farabi introduces an
influential way of thinking about this contrast, derived from the Aristo-
telian logical tradition. Whereas philosophers grasp things at the level
of demonstration, everyone else grasps them at the level of “dialectic”
and “rhetoric.” To put it in another way, philosophers are in possession
of proofs constructed in accordance with the strictures laid down in Ar-
istotle’s Posterior Analytics, and normal people hold their religious con-
victions having been persuaded by the sort of discourse analyzed in
Aristotle’s Topics and Rhetoric. As al-Farabi puts it:

Dialectic provides strongly held opinion (zann) concerning the
things for which demonstration provides certainty, or most of them.
Rhetoric persuades about most of the things that are not such as
to be demonstrated or the subject of dialectical inquiry. The excel-
lent religion does not, then, belong only to philosophers, or to those
who are in a position to understand things that are only discussed in
a philosophical way. Rather, most of those who are taught and in-
structed in the beliefs of the religion, and accept its [prescribed] ac-
tions, are not in that position, whether this is by nature or because
they are too busy for it. These people are not unable to understand
commonly accepted or [merely] persuasive things.*

Here, “commonly accepted” (mashhiir) is a technical term corresponding
to the Greek endoxon.** “Endoxic” propositions are those that are accept-
able for use in dialectical arguments, as explained in Aristotle’s Topics.
They are acceptable because they are held by just about everyone, or by
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those reputed for wisdom. Only when we seek demonstration do we in-
sist on premises that are in fact and without doubt true.

So for al-Farabi ordinary believers do not have certain knowledge,
but this is all right so long as they have epistemic luck. If the beliefs they
accept through persuasion or acceptance of commonly held views are
those of an “excellent” religion they will have good opinions and will
perform good actions. The label “ignorance” is thus reserved for those
unlucky enough to adhere to a false religion. The same idea is expressed
in the title of one of al-Farab1’s better-known works, which sets out a
philosophical cosmology, anthropology, and political philosophy under
the heading Principles of the Beliefs of the Inhabitants of the Excellent
City (Mabadi ara’ ahl al-madina al-fadila).*® In other words, philosophy
offers the true demonstrative basis for things that members of a success-
ful religious and political community believe without proof.

It should be obvious how close this whole line of thought is to the
ideas about taglid and ijtihad held among jurists and theologians. For al-
Farabi the equivalent of the mujtahid, who thinks for himself and can
give good reasons for his judgments, is the philosopher who has grasped
true conclusions by means of demonstrative arguments. Everyone else is
engaged in some form of zaglid, following “commonly accepted” ideas
or, at best, engaging in some kind of merely dialectical inquiry on the
grounds of religious beliefs that are taken for granted. This would be
the status of theologians, for instance. The only distinctively religious
figures not subject to faqlid are the original lawgiver or prophet and his
successors. But they are the exception that proves the rule, because these
figures possess understanding at a philosophical level, in addition to the
religious function they play. In the case of the prophet, perfect intellec-
tual understanding is fused with a capacity to represent philosophical
truths in a rhetorically persuasive way that will successfully induce
taqlid in his religious followers, this being the function of revelation.*
Al-Farabi thus accepts wholesale the epistemic hierarchy of the elite Is-
lamic scholars, albeit with new labels drawn from the Aristotelian tradi-
tion. But he denies that the scholars of Islamic law and theology are the
true elite who are capable of engaging in independent reasoning. That
status is reserved for the falasifa.

For a more elaborate statement of this philosophical version of epi-
stemic elitism, we can turn to Averroes. As a practicing Muslim jurist, he
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was certainly well acquainted with ideas about ijtihad and taglid. In fact
his own grandfather, also named Ibn Rushd, explicitly set down a hier-
archy of scholars within the Maliki school, in three groups (tawa’if). First
are those who practice faglid of Malik and his followers by just memo-
rizing and repeating their opinions. Second are those who accept Malik’s
authority and can determine what is consistent with the school’s teach-
ings but still cannot issue rulings on novel cases; this corresponds to what
we already saw under the heading “jjtihdd within a school.” Third are the
elite who understand legal methods and can issue novel opinions.’’ In a
legal treatise of his own, the famous Decisive Treatise, Averroes takes up
the question of the status of philosophy in Islam. He boldly argues that
philosophy is not just permitted, but actually obligatory for those who
are in a position to pursue it—those who are not, in al-Farabi’s words,
prevented “by nature or because they are too busy for it.” With equal
boldness Averroes goes on to contend that it is philosophers who are in
the best position to understand the true meaning of the Quranic revela-
tion. They alone have independent access to the truth through demon-
strative reasoning. Since the Quran is true, and “truth does not contradict
truth,” their demonstrated conclusions can be used as a kind of check or
constraint on possible interpretations of scripture.

These aspects of the Decisive Treatise are well known. Less com-
monly discussed is the parallel Averroes draws between law and phi-
losophy.* He is here a jurist writing for other jurists, so it makes sense
for him to argue along the following lines: if the study of jurisprudence
is licit or even encouraged within Islam, then philosophy is as well. For
example, one cannot argue against philosophical activity on the grounds
that it is an innovation (bid ‘a), because the Prophet’s immediate follow-
ers did not pursue it. After all, those early followers did not do jurispru-
dence either and no one infers from this that jurists are doing anything
un-Islamic. Indeed the scriptural support for studying the law would pro-
vide even stronger support for studying philosophy.

When the jurist deduces from [God’s] statement, may He be exalted,
“reflect, you who have vision” (Quran 59:2), the obligation to know
juridical argument, how much more worthy and appropriate is it for
someone who understands God to deduce from this [verse] the obli-
gation to know intellectual argument!*’
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Among these parallels between law and philosophy, the most important
for our purposes is that the philosopher is, like the independently minded
jurist, entitled to engage in independent reflection. He cites a famous
hadith, often brandished by defenders of legal ijtihad, to the effect that
the jurist who engages in jjtihad and reaches an independent judgment
is rewarded twice if the judgment is correct and once if he gets it wrong.
Averroes then adds, “But which judge (hakim) is greater than the one
who makes judgments about being (wujitd)?” This judge is, of course,
the philosopher.*

Following the lead of al-Farabi, Averroes sets up an Aristotelian ver-
sion of the legal hierarchy recognized by his own grandfather and other
jurists. At the top are those who engage in demonstration, then those of
the “dialectical” class who work with nondemonstrative arguments, and
finally ordinary people who just believe by being persuaded through a
combination of rhetoric and dialectic. These people simply believe what
they are told, either because it has been put to them in a powerfully con-
vincing way—Auverroes has in mind the power of rhetoric—or because it
is “commonly accepted (mashhiir).”” Again, a commonly accepted propo-
sition is one that everyone espouses or one taught by reputable scholars.
As Averroes explains in his paraphrase commentary of Aristotle’s Topics:

The dialectical premise is an accepted statement (gaw! mashhir). . . .
[1]t may be accepted by all, for instance the statement that God
exists; or accepted by most people without being rejected by the rest;
or accepted by the scholars (‘ulama’) and the philosophers (falasifa)
without being rejected by the masses.*

What of the “dialectical” middle class, the class between ordinary folk
who simply accept things by taglid and the philosophers who engage in
ijtihdd and are satisfied only by demonstrations? Standardly one is told that
for Averroes the dialecticians are the mutakallimiin, practicioners of the-
ology (kalam). He does say in a closely related work, the Exposition of the
Methods Used in Arguments Concerning Religious Doctrines (al-Kashf
‘an manahij al-adilla fT ‘aqa’id al-milla), that “the most adequate rank of
the art of kalam is dialectical, not demonstrative, wisdom (hikma).”*

But in fact he tends to think that the theologians of his own cul-
ture, like al-Ghazalt and other Ash‘arites, are failed dialecticians. This is
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because they do not argue as they should from commonly accepted prem-
ises but instead proceed on the basis of highly controversial and abstruse
assumptions when they do things like proving the existence of God. As
a result, their arguments are, as Averroes says, “fitting neither for the
scholars nor for the many.”* There should in principle be theologians
who carry out useful tasks like defending the faith using nondemon-
strative arguments. But Averroes sees his own society as unfortunately
including only two kinds of people who behave as they should: the ordi-
nary person who takes everything on trust and the philosopher who is a
kind of Aristotelian mujtahid.

There is a lot we can learn from these debates, apart from the need
to situate the teachings of the faldsifa within wider Islamic culture. For
one thing we can now see how ambitious, even unrealistic, it would be
to have a blanket ban on taglid. Averroes’s unvarnished elitism is of
course rather unattractive. He envisions a tiny handful of knowledge-
able experts surrounded by a huge mass of blind believers, a conception
typical among the falasifa and also finding many adherents among theo-
logians and jurists. It may have seemed more plausible in a time when
most people were not even literate and when half the population—the fe-
male half—was in any case typically assumed to be incapable of serious
scholarly reflection, even if women did belong to the social and economic
elite.® Still, unattractive or not, the elitist position was not put forward
without good reason. If the alternative to taglid is to figure everything
out for yourself, then how many people will be in a position to avoid
taqlid? You might be an expert in particle physics, economics, the plays
of Shakespeare, or the history of philosophy, but you’re unlikely to have
expertise in all four. Even if you were, there would still be plenty of other
fields where you would lack even rudimentary understanding.

We might therefore propose that ijzihad should be limited to only
the most important issues or that as a community we should engage in
division of labor. Again the Islamic juridical tradition anticipated both
moves. The universalists, who spoke out against taglid, wanted all be-
lievers to understand just a few central religious topics, not particle phys-
ics or Shakespeare. When it came to more advanced legal reasoning, it
was also admitted that a jurist might be an expert mujtahid in one area
of the law but an obedient mugallid in another, just as today divorce law-
yers are not usually criminal attorneys as well.*® But there are aspects of
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the Islamic legal tradition that should make us wary of even localized
ijtihad. A point forcefully put by defenders of legal precedent was that
individual judgment, even when practiced by trained experts, is liable to
go astray. A much-discussed example was the case of arriving in a city
and wanting to know which direction to pray, so as to face Mecca. Would
it really make sense to work this out for oneself rather than just adopt-
ing the local practice followed by thousands of people? As one jurist put
it, “It is extremely unlikely . . . that they could have made a mistake that
could be rectified by the reasoning of a single person.”*

And indeed the perils of ijtihad are plain to see. In the Islamic tradi-
tion it has often been fundamentalists who adopted a universalist posture
and polemicized against faqglid.*® Proceeding from the plausible assump-
tion that individual believers are responsible for their own piety, these
fundamentalists have rejected the edifice of legal and religious learning
in favor of returning to a direct engagement with the revelation and evi-
dence about the Prophet and the earliest generations of Muslims. Epis-
temically speaking, this is the equivalent of political movements in the
United States or Europe that encourage their followers to abandon tradi-
tional news sources, academic opinion, and the like. The more sweeping
the rejection of taglid, the worse the results: it’s what Sandy Hook con-
spiracy theorists like Alex Jones have in common with Salafi Islamists.

A more refined approach to the problem of taglid would not require
being a mujtahid for each and every topic we care about, or if this is too
difficult, instead blindly following the nearest authority at hand, thus
surrendering to the vagaries of epistemic luck. What we need is a better
account of how to form one’s own views while realizing that one is de-
pendent on the expertise and authority of other people. As the historian
Mary Beard recently observed, “The recognition of complexity and dif-
ficulty is not an admission of defeat; it is treating a complex problem with
the respect it deserves.” Doing this well means depending on authority in
an intelligent and discerning way, which is a big part of being a respon-
sible believer and responsible citizen.






CHAPTER 2

Too High a Standard

Knowledge and Skepticism in Medieval Philosophy

The philosopher Laurence Bonjour has written that “if skeptics did not
exist, one might reasonably say, the serious epistemologist would have
to invent them.”" One might just as reasonably say that if serious epis-
temologists did not exist, they would have to be invented by skeptics.
Skeptics are in the business of denying that we have knowledge, or even
that we could ever have knowledge. So they need to have some concep-
tion, whether implicit or explicit, of what knowledge would be if we did
have it. This is rather awkward. A thoroughgoing and consistent skep-
tic will hardly want to defend a theory of knowledge, at least not if this
would mean claiming to know what knowledge is. Fortunately, skep-
tics throughout history have had “serious epistemologists” as their op-
ponents. They have engaged dialectically with these opponents, arguing
not simply that knowledge is unattainable, but that if knowledge is what
their opponents say it is, then it is unattainable.

A case in point would be the ancient philosophers who gave skep-
ticism its name and made it a central force in Hellenistic philosophy.
They were aware of theories of knowledge defended by non-skeptical,
or as they would say, “dogmatic,” philosophers like Plato and Aristotle.
But their main interlocutors were the Stoics, who did them the favor of
offering a maximally demanding epistemology. For the Stoics, the per-
fect wise person or “sage” is immune to error. The sage may not know
absolutely everything but does have a systematic grasp of all areas of
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philosophy and in light of this comprehensive understanding is able to
refrain from assenting to anything that is uncertain. This means with-
holding belief in all cases where a so-called cognitive impression is lack-
ing, this being an impression that could not possibly misrepresent the
way things are.? A famous anecdote illustrates the idea. The Stoic phi-
losopher Sphaerus was presented with wax fruit and tried to bite into
it, apparently mistaking it for real fruit. His excuse was that he had not
formed the belief that it was real, only the belief that it would be reason-
able to suppose that it was real.’ The Skeptics helped themselves to this
strategy, arguing that the complete certainty demanded by the Stoics is
never in fact available, since there are no cognitive impressions. Thus,
by the Stoics’ own policy, we should withhold judgment about absolutely
everything.

In fact it would, as Sphaerus might put it, be reasonable to suppose
that highly demanding theories of knowledge actually provoke philoso-
phers into turning to skepticism. The more daunting the requirements
proposed for knowledge, the more natural it is to worry that the require-
ments are never met. In what follows, I argue that this hypothesis is borne
out by the history of medieval philosophy. This was not due to the impact
of Hellenistic skepticism, which was little known in the medieval period.
It was almost totally absent in the texts translated into Arabic, so it re-
ceived no attention in the Islamic world. In the Christian realms some in-
formation was available through Cicero and Augustine. But apart from
rare exceptions like John of Salisbury (d. 1180), we have to wait until
the Renaissance to see profound engagement with the ancient Skeptics.
Nonetheless, quite a few “serious epistemologists” raised skeptical wor-
ries. This was almost never because they wanted to endorse skepticism
but because they were reacting to an epistemology that, in its way, set
just as high a standard as the Stoics. This was the theory of Aristotle.

If you know just one thing about Aristotelian epistemology, it’s prob-
ably that he was an empiricist. You may also have in mind that he was
therefore unlike his teacher Plato, who thought that we cannot get knowl-
edge properly speaking through sensation. For Plato, when we seem to
learn things for the first time, we are recalling previously acquired knowl-
edge from direct acquaintance with objects that are not sensible but in-
telligible, the famous Platonic Forms. None of this is wrong, exactly, but
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it leaves out a deeper agreement between Plato and Aristotle. For both of
them, knowledge is to be distinguished sharply from true opinion or be-
lief, in part on the grounds that knowledge must be completely reliable. It
must concern eternal verities, not individual, sensible things that change
and pass away. That may sound like something only Plato would say,
since it fits so well with the claim that knowledge concerns unchanging
intelligible objects. But it also holds for Aristotle, whose vaunted empiri-
cism does not prevent him from making remarks like this:

It is clear that if the premises from which the syllogistic argument
is made are universal, then necessarily the conclusion of such a
demonstration, one called demonstration in the strict sense (kai tfig
amA®dg einelv dmodeifemq), is eternal. Thus there is no demonstra-
tion of things subject to corruption, nor is there knowledge of them
in the strict sense (EmiotAun anAdg).*

As he explains at the end of the Posterior Analytics, we do glean the
principles of scientific demonstration from sensation.” But these prin-
ciples and all the conclusions derived from them, whether immedi-
ately or through longer chains of inferences, must be unchangingly true.
This means that they are universal, necessary, essential, eternal truths.
Knowledge in the strict sense concerns all and only such truths.®

All this could be explored at further length, of course, but from the
little T have said we may better understand several developments char-
acteristic of medieval philosophy. One obvious example is the elitist ac-
count of expertise discussed in chapter 1. If knowledge is as Aristotle
described it, clearly it will be attained by very few people, and such fig-
ures as Averroes were persuaded that knowledge is indeed as Aristotle
described it. Another example is the long-running debate over the eter-
nity of the world that raged between Muslim, Jewish, and Christian phi-
losophers.” One reason this topic attracted so much controversy is that
the temporal creation of the world, which seemed to be demanded by
the Abrahamic faiths, would seem to render Aristotelian science null
and void. For if scientific knowledge concerns eternal truths and if noth-
ing apart from God is eternal, then there is no scientific knowledge
about anything other than God. (And by the way there is no scientific
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knowledge about God either, since Aristotle says that we understand
things through their causes, and God has no cause.) There are ways of
escaping this conclusion. Perhaps our knowledge actually concerns eter-
nal exemplars in God’s mind, on the basis of which he creates the world.
Or perhaps knowledge has a conditional form: though it would not eter-
nally be the case that there are giraffes with long necks, it could be true
that if and when giraffes exist they have long necks. But it was still clear
that creationism fit poorly with Aristotle’s epistemology.

What I want to focus on now, though, is the way that this same epis-
temology provoked skeptical worries, and also accommodated solutions
to these worries. Aristotelian science is both difficult to achieve and
leaves out most of what we would say we “know” in everyday contexts.
This led many medievals to recognize less demanding forms of knowl-
edge alongside Aristotelian scientific understanding. And it led some
medievals to admit that knowledge in the narrowest and most demand-
ing sense is inaccessible to humans through natural means.

The Aristotelian epistemology, especially once it was fused with
the Platonist idea that intelligible objects are the appropriate objects
of knowledge, seemed to imply that individual, sensible things are un-
knowable. This would leave us with a kind of limited skepticism, accord-
ing to which a vast number of things we seem to “know” are actually
not known. For instance you cannot “know” in the strict sense that you
are reading this book right now, because you and the book are both par-
ticulars. While this seems highly counterintuitive, it was a conclusion
accepted by most medieval thinkers of the Aristotelian tradition. The
conclusion was frequently qualified with an acknowledgment that sense
perception gives us knowledge of a sort, which lacks the certainty and
reliability of knowledge in the strict and proper sense.

This can already be found in al-KindT (d. after 870), the first philoso-
pher to write in Arabic using Greek sources as his main inspiration. He
invoked the changeability of sensible things to rule them out as objects
of the best sort of knowledge.

Stable, true, complete knowledge within the science of philosophy
is knowledge of substance. The knowledge of secondary substance
is unceasing, because the object of knowledge is stable, and not
susceptible to change or flux. But one only has access to it [sc. the
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knowledge of secondary substance] through the knowledge of pri-
mary substance. Sensory knowledge is the knowledge of primary
substance, and is in flux owing to the uninterrupted flux of what is
known; this ends only when the [object of knowledge] itself ends.®

He was also aware of the Platonic theory of recollection and, in another
text reporting on this theory, accepted that sensation can contribute to
intellectual knowledge only by prompting recall of such knowledge that
has been temporarily lost. Note, however, that in the passage just quoted,
he does use the phrase “sensory knowledge” (al-‘ilm al-hissi), perhaps
because he worries that if sense perception does not count as knowledge
at all, it cannot provide a suitable instrument leading to the best sort of
knowledge. Thus he goes on to say that if someone lacks knowledge
of both primary and secondary substances (i.e., sensible and intelligible
things), then “he will have no hope of knowing any of the human sci-
ences (‘uliim).”

A couple of generations after al-Kind1, we have the most important
early Jewish philosopher of the Islamic world, Saadia Gaon (d. 942). His
thought is comparable to that of al-KindT in numerous respects. Though
Saadia was not as directly involved in the Greek-Arabic translation
movement, he did draw on the fruits of that effort. John Philoponus’s
arguments against the eternity of the world, for instance, were used by
both al-Kindf and Saadia.! Furthermore, both of them engaged closely
with the ideas of the early Muslim theologians grouped under the head-
ing “Mu‘tazilism.” Given these commonalities, it is not too surprising to
see Saadia expressing ideas in epistemology similar to those of al-Kind1.
He likewise sees sensation as a means of knowledge, which is, however,
inferior to intellectual knowledge.

But the wider context of Saadia’s epistemology is more reminiscent
of the later Jewish philosopher Maimonides (d. 1204) than anything we
find in al-Kindi. Like Maimonides’s Guide of the Perplexed, Saadia’s
Book of Beliefs and Opinions is addressed to coreligionists who have
fallen into uncertainty (shubha).!! Saadia explicitly rejects skepticism
and says that we may put our trust in three sources of knowledge.

‘We must mention the roots of truth and providers of certainty (yagin),
which are the source for everything that is known and wellspring
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of all understanding (ma‘rifa). . . . We say that there are three roots.
First, the knowledge that comes through direct witnessing (‘ilm al-
shahid); second, the knowledge that comes from the intellect (‘ilm
al-'aql); third, the knowledge of what necessity implies."

Thus we have sensation and intellect providing foundational principles,
with a third kind of knowledge consisting in inferences derived from
these principles. Shortly thereafter, Saadia adds that scriptural tradition
is a fourth source of knowledge. Its reliability is secured through em-
pirical evidence and reasoning. Conversely, biblical texts confirm the va-
lidity of the three natural sources of knowledge. Thus religious authority
and empirically based rational investigation ratify one another.

At first, the three nonscriptural sources seem to be placed on a par
with one another. But later in the work, when introducing his discussion
of God, Saadia makes it clear that the work of intellect is superior to that
of sensation. True, all “types of knowledge (‘u/iim) begin from sensible
things,” but sensation is shared in common with nonhuman animals.'?
The inquirer’s task, therefore, is to use the intellect to move from sen-
sible things to more “subtle” (/atif) notions like accidental properties,
place, and time.

In this way one reaches the utmost of what one may comprehend.
This ultimate thing is the subtlest [thing] one obtains, just as that
initial thing [from which one started] was the crudest thing one ob-
tains. On this basis I passed the verdict that the utmost object of
knowledge is the one that is the most subtle."

An unusual feature of Saadia’s treatment of knowledge is that he tries
to explain why this process needs to be so laborious. Why, he asks, did
God not simply bestow knowledge upon us, so that we would not be obli-
gated to work upward from the crude to the subtle, from sensation to in-
tellection? Part of the answer is simply that all created things are subject
to time and must develop toward their perfection.”” But Saadia offers a
deeper rationale, which is that God alone is without a cause, both in gen-
eral and in respect of his own knowledge. So, to avoid our being placed
on God’s level, our knowledge needs to have some cause. This cause
consists in “inquiry and investigation, which need temporal duration.”®
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Doubt and ignorance are not arbitrarily inflicted on us by God, then, but
are the inevitable initial condition for creatures like us, who depend on a
causal process for our perfection.

Another philosopher comparable to al-KindT, indeed, one who made
explicit use of al-Kind1’s writings, was Miskawayh (d. 1030). Like al-
Kindt he was a harmonizer, whose writings on ethics, cosmology, and
metaphysics fuse Aristotelianism with ideas from the Platonist tradition.
One of these is a response to an unnamed materialist opponent who has
raised questions about knowledge and the soul."” In the first question,
the opponent states that intellect is dependent on sensation. The intel-
lect grasps universals only on the basis of sense experience, so we can
have no trust in affirmations about anything that is not sensible. The op-
ponent’s point is, then, that we should be skeptical about such things
as an immaterial soul or God. Miskawayh’s reply develops the idea we
have already seen in al-Kind1 and Saadia, that sensation may contribute
to knowledge but in a lesser way than intellection. In fact, Miskawayh
thinks, the opponent has things wrong. Intellection does not always de-
pend on sensation, but sensation always depends on the intellect. For
sensation often falls prey to error, as through visual illusions, and needs
to be corrected or confirmed by a higher faculty, namely, the intellect. By
contrast, the intellect “has an activity which is particular to itself,” when
it grasps the “universals and essences of things” by abstracting them
from sensation, and knows that this does in fact constitute knowledge.
“Were this not the case, it would always grasp knowledge through some
other knowledge, and this would go to infinity, which is absurd.”’® Here
the superiority of intellection to sensation is explained not only in terms
of its different objects, as in al-Kind1 and Saadia, but also in light of its
reflexivity. Unlike sensation, which needs external validation, the intel-
lect can guarantee its own reliability.

The claim that the best sort of knowledge is self-certifying in this
way can also be found in a more famous thinker who comes chronologi-
cally between al-KindT and Miskawayh, being a rough contemporary of
Saadia. This is al-Farabt (d. 950). A short treatise of his called On the
Conditions of Certainty is a key text for the idea I have been teasing out
from these early philosophers who wrote in Arabic.!” Still more explic-
itly than the aforementioned thinkers, al-Farabt asserts that knowledge
and even “certainty (a/-yagin)” come in degrees. In a sense, this simply
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draws out an implication of Aristotle’s original discussion. He specified
that the rigorous constraints he places on knowledge actually concern
only knowledge in the strict or proper sense (GtA®dg), and al-Farabi uses
a corresponding phrase in Arabic (‘ald l-itldq) to designate the highest
form of certainty.

He spells out a cumulative list of six criteria that need to be satis-
fied before this sort of certainty is obtained, a list clearly inspired by
Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics.

Absolute certainty is (1) that one believes that a thing is such-and-
such or not; (2) that one agrees that [the belief] is in accord with,
rather than opposed to, the existence of something external [to the
mind]; (3) that one knows that it is in accord with it; (4) that it can-
not fail to be in accord [with what is external to the mind], and can-
not be opposed [to that thing]; (5) also that it is not opposed [to that
thing] at any moment; and (6) that this occurs not accidentally, but
essentially.?

The third item on al-Farabi’s checklist makes the same point as Miska-
wayh, that certain knowledge should include knowing that one’s belief
is reliable. Al-Farabi introduces this requirement to exclude cases where
one holds a true belief but without certainty. Suppose, for instance, that
you see me and believe Peter Adamson is standing before you, but know-
ing that I have an identical twin, you are open to the possibility that this
belief may be false. Al-Farabi’s criteria thus range over both first-order
and second-order beliefs.?! At the first order I may believe, for instance,
that giraffes are tall; at the second order, that my belief about giraffes
being tall is definitely true.

Still more interesting is al-Farabi’s willingness to describe cognitive
states that satisfy only some of these criteria as “certain,” but in a lesser
or “qualified” sense.?” These would be cases where error is impossible,
yet no necessary truth is involved, like knowing that Zayd is sitting be-
cause I see him sit right before me. Or they may be cases involving things
that are necessary, yet not eternal, as when we know about a necessarily
occurring but transient eclipse. These two categories of true belief fail
to satisfy respectively the fourth and the fifth criteria for absolute cer-
tainty. A modern-day epistemologist would probably see such beliefs as
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excellent candidates for knowledge in the full sense, but al-Farabt does
not, because he adheres to Aristotle’s demanding criteria for knowledge
in the strict sense. It is only absolute certainty, he says, that is “used and
discovered in philosophy.”*

Al-Farabt also excludes from scientific understanding or absolute
certainty beliefs that are acquired through testimony, whether it is the
testimony of everyone or an expert. Even if one comes to accept some-
thing that is necessarily and eternally true on the basis of authority, the
belief will be “accidental” and not “essential.”** Here al-Farabi shifts Ar-
istotle’s essentiality requirement from the first to the second order. For
me to be absolutely certain that giraffes are tall, it must not only be the
case that giraffes are essentially tall, but that my belief is essentially, not
accidentally, related to this state of affairs. This is just a technical, Aris-
totelian version of a point seen above, namely, that believing something
on the basis of authority—especially doing so uncritically, by taglid—
means opening oneself up to epistemic luck. In fact al-Farabi even says
that one may wind up with necessarily true beliefs “by chance” rather
than through the causes that should properly give rise to such beliefs.

Deborah Black, author of an excellent study on the treatise just dis-
cussed, has also pointed out that al-Farabi’s great successor in the falsafa
tradition, Avicenna, was somewhat more tolerant of beliefs acquired by
testimony.” In a discussion of the starting points or principles for syllo-
gistic arguments, Avicenna gives pride of place to propositions that are
necessarily true. These include self-evident or “primary” propositions
and also propositions based on sensation (mahsiisat). However, Avicenna
also admits the use of propositions that have a lesser status. These include
beliefs that, as Black puts it, rely “on communal and social factors.”*® One
may achieve certainty through reliable testimony, as in the case of facts
for which there is overwhelming historical evidence. In other cases, testi-
mony may fall short of inducing certitude. This would happen where the
testimony is not of sufficient quality to rule out the possibility of error, so
that accepting the relevant beliefs would count as taglid.

It is remarkable that Avicenna ascribes certainty to the deliverances
of sensation and some cases of testimonial belief. To quote Black one
more time, these cases concern “facts of which I can be certain, even
though they are not necessary or universal in their own right, and so
they provide one of the key motivations for Avicenna’s desire to extend
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the realm of certitude to include the possible.”” Yet Avicenna remains
wedded to the Aristotelian conception of knowledge in the strict sense
as dealing with universal, necessary, essential truths. Sensation of in-
dividual things is excluded from the realm of scientific demonstration.

Sensation is not a demonstration, nor is sensation as such a prin-
ciple of demonstration. For demonstrations and their principles are
universal, not particularized by time, individual, or place. Sensation
supplies a judgment about a particular, at a time and place proper
to it. Therefore . . . nothing from [sensation] is universal knowledge
(‘ilm kullr).®

To mark this difference, Avicenna at one point draws a rather artifi-
cial contrast between two Arabic words that may both be translated as
“knowledge,” namely, ma'rifa and ‘ilm.* Whereas ‘ilm designates the
universal knowledge that satisifies Aristotle’s criteria from the Poste-
rior Analytics, the word ma‘rifa refers to our knowledge that a given
particular falls under a universal. Thus if I have ‘i/m that humans are ra-
tional, I could combine this with my ma rifa that Zayd is a human to get
to the insight that Zayd is rational.

One implication of Avicenna’s epistemology is that a completely
perfect and necessary being should lack the lower forms of cognition,
certitude, and “knowledge” that have to do with contingent facts and in-
dividual things. Hence his notorious teaching that God has no knowledge
of particulars “as such.” Avicenna is driven to this conclusion simply by
the Aristotelian account of knowledge in the strict and proper, or “un-
qualified,” sense and the realization that a God free of sensation, change,
and contingency could only have knowledge in this strict sense.’** To
put it in the terms of the terminological distinction just mentioned, it’s
clear that God has ‘i/m and less clear whether God can have marifa, and
if so how. Interpreters of Avicenna still argue over his answer to these
questions.

Less widely discussed is the fact that, like al-Farabi and Miskawayh,
Avicenna thinks that first-order certainty should involve second-order
certainty. Even in “lesser” types of certain belief, like those derived from
overwhelming testimony or one-off sensory experiences, one may be cer-
tain that one’s beliefis certainly true. So even as Avicenna lowered the bar
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for “certainty” and “knowledge” by accepting that cognition below the
rank of full-blown intellection may be dignified with these terms—and
thus answered the skeptical worry that most types of apparent “knowl-
edge” are not knowledge after all—he left open a route to a more general
skeptical attack. The skeptic can try to show that second-order certainty
is unattainable, in other words, that I cannot know for any putative bit of
knowledge that it really is knowledge. This would mean that we cannot
have the sort of knowledge Avicenna would say we can have through our
grasp of first principles, through demonstrations, and even through testi-
mony and sensation.

Here it would be helpful to look again at Miskawayh. He made in-
tellect superior to sensation on the grounds that sensation needs to be
ratified by intellect, as shown by various kinds of mistakes that befall
sense perception when it is left to its own devices. Intellect, by contrast,
is self-ratifying. In his intellectual autobiography, Deliverer from Error
(al-Mungidh min al-dalal),’" al-Ghazali shows the vulnerability of this
maneuver. Early on in this work he recounts a skeptical crisis he endured
as a young man. Tellingly, the crisis was brought on when the younger al-
Ghazal1 formulated to himself the following high standard for genuine
knowledge: “the object of knowledge should be revealed in such a way
that there remains no uncertainty, and excludes all possibility of error or
[false] supposition.”*

He went on to consider possible sources of such certainty, beginning
with sensation. This source is ruled out by adducing standard cases of
sensory illusion, for instance, the apparently small size of the visible sun
(an example already mentioned by Aristotle). Al-Ghazalt agrees with
Miskawayh that such mistakes can be corrected by the intellect. He de-
scribes his younger self being instructed by his own faculty of sensation.

Don’t you realize that your trust in intellectual things is like your
trust in sensible things? Previously you trusted in me [i.e., sensa-
tion], but then the judge (hakim) of the intellect came along and fal-
sified me. Had it not been for the judge of the intellect, you would
still deem me true. So it may be that beyond the perception of the in-
tellect there is some further judge, and once it appears, it will falsify
intellect with its adjudication, just as the judge of the intellect did in
falsifying sensation with its adjudication.®
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This famous passage gestures toward a potential regress of validation, in
which every type of cognition needs a further type to provide second-
order certainty. In al-Ghazali’s own experience, such certainty came
from God, who “cast a light into his breast.”**

We might be tempted to read this as a retreat from the rationality
of the philosophical tradition into some form of mysticism, a tempta-
tion that could be further encouraged by al-Ghazali’s positive treatment
of Sufism later in the work. But this would be inaccurate. Admittedly,
he does not believe that the deliverances of reason are self-evident in
such a way that they stand in no need of further ratification. But God’s
light here is invoked precisely to reassure al-Ghazali that the intellect
is indeed reliable. So he is far from rejecting the use of intellectual first
principles, such as “ten is greater than three” or the principle of non-
contradiction, examples given by al-Ghazalt himself. It is just that he
needs God to reassure him of their reliability.*® With this confirmation
in hand, al-Ghazalt has “certainty” in such principles and in the further
conclusions inferred from them. This fits with his impatient dismissal,
later in the same work, of skepticism concerning logic and mathematics.
For al-Ghazalf these are absolutely certain fields of knowledge, and it is
foolish to question them.

For another thing, what the younger al-Ghazali wanted is also what
the philosophers always demanded: knowledge that is certain in the sense
that it excludes all error by grasping necessary truths. His Incoherence
of the Philosophers displays this same expectation. There al-Ghazali re-
peatedly complains that the arguments of the “philosophers,” by which
he means Avicenna, fail to rise to the requisite standard of proof. Echo-
ing a point also made in the Deliverer from Error, al-Ghazalt says that
the philosophers claimed to have achieved in theology and metaphysics
the degree of rigor and demonstration we find in mathematics. But in
fact they fell far short of this standard.’® The most notorious example of
this is that the “philosophers” thought that natural causal relations are
necessary. Thus, if nothing prevents, when fire touches cotton it neces-
sarily burns the cotton. But for al-Ghazali, these causal relations are not
in fact necessary. This is either because the relations are real but sub-
ject to being overturned by a miracle or because in fact God is the only
cause, who directly brings about such things as the cotton’s burning,
with created causes like fire exerting no causal influence.”’” If we have
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“knowledge (‘i/m)” that things will go as we habitually expect, then this
must be implanted in us by God.*® This is why I “know” that, say, the
book in my house will not turn into a horse and urinate all over the rest
of my library while I am out (his example, not mine).

In his counterattack against this work, the Incoherence of the Inco-
herence, Averroes insisted that al-Ghazali’s position would lead to epi-
stemic disaster.

Denial of cause implies the denial of knowledge, and denial of
knowledge implies that nothing in this world can be really known,
and that what is supposed to be known is nothing but opinion, that
neither proof nor definition exist, and that the essential attributes
which compose definitions are void.*

The response is a predictable one. As a faithful Aristotelian, Averroes
assumes that if we cannot make necessary generalizations about the es-
sences of things, we will be left with skepticism. On one point, though,
al-Ghazalt and Averroes agree. Both think that knowledge in the strict
sense—the knowledge that philosophy should provide, if it is able—
should be necessary in character. For Averroes, miracles threaten to un-
dermine such knowledge, by making apparent certainty into nothing
more than habitual prediction. While he pays lip service to the possi-
bility of miracles, he seems therefore to believe in a God who never alters
the course of natural events, so that our scientific generalizations retain
their necessary character. For al-Ghazali, by contrast, God is the only
true source of certainty. God’s omnipotence and untrammeled freedom
render apparent necessities into mere possibilities, possibilities that are
realized by God’s will and about which we can have real knowledge only
if he lets us know his plans.

One way out of this impasse would of course be to deny that God
can intervene in ways that would undermine scientific knowledge. But
a more popular solution was finally to stop making such ambitious de-
mands in epistemology. As we’ve seen, a number of philosophers had
been willing to admit lesser forms of certainty or knowledge, as when
Avicenna granted the possibility of arriving at certainty through testi-
mony. But they still held that some few people, the epistemic elite, attain
a gold standard form of understanding, in which the essences of things
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are known without possibility of error by grasping necessary and univer-
sal truths. Increasingly this viewpoint came under fire from the kalam
tradition, especially members of the Ash‘arite school, who emphasized
God’s power over his creatures and the contingency of everything on his
will. In the face of this pressure, even partisans of Avicenna began to
make more modest claims about the status of propositions that are suit-
able for use in philosophy.

I’ll just give one example of this, which comes from the polymath
Nagsir al-Din al-TusT (d. 1274), who was at once an Avicennan philoso-
pher, a Sht'ite theologian, and a scientist with particular expertise in
astronomy. In one of his works he confronts a battery of skeptical argu-
ments posed by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1210).*° Fakhr al-Din was both
an influential expositor and incisive critic of Avicenna, who wrote com-
mentaries on his works and several massive treatises covering the full
range of issues raised in philosophy and theology up to his time. One
of these is the question of foundational truths, that is, truths to which
we assent without any further justification. This leads Fakhr al-Din to
discuss skeptical challenges against self-evident propositions, during
which he mentions hypothetical scenarios like the one envisioned by al-
Ghazali, concerning the book that turns into a horse. Here, we are asked
to imagine a more welcome transformation, in which my dishes turn into
scholars of logic and geometry. Such an event could, in theory, take place
by “divine will.” Faced with this, al-Tist responds:

The intellect has no doubt concerning what it has resolved (jazama)
as a result of what he says. Even if this resolution is not like the one it
makes to the effect that “the whole is greater than the part,” still the
difference between them is not such that one of the two resolutions is
mere belief (zann) [i.e., as opposed to knowledge]. Take for instance
judgments based on empirical investigation (al-qadaya al-tajribiyya):
they are not resolved the way the primary truths (a/-awwaliyyat) are,
but they come with certainty that is far removed from doubt. Accord-
ing to the philosophers, it is absurd that a scholar should be generated
without material causes, preparatory factors, and education.*

Which sounds reasonable enough. But in the context of the philosophical
background I have been sketching, it is actually a significant concession.
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Al-Tast now allows for degrees of certainty even within the propositions
used in scientific contexts. Even when we are talking about knowledge
in the strict and proper sense, we might be certain or really certain, and
either sort of certainty suffices.

But what does it mean to be “really” certain? In a study of these pas-
sages on skepticism in Fakhr al-Din and al-Ttst, Pirooz Fatoorchi has in-
sightfully drawn a parallel between al-TaisT’s position and similar ideas
found in fourteenth-century scholasticism.** This exemplifies a more
general phenomenon, namely, that many debates in Latin scholastic phi-
losophy were unwitting replications of earlier debates in post-Avicennan
Arabic philosophy. In this instance, the emergence of voluntarism in
the late thirteenth and fourteenth century confronted scholastics with
the same challenge faced earlier by the Ash‘arites. If God can actualize
any possible state of affairs, as insisted by voluntarists like Duns Scotus
(d. 1308), then doesn’t this undermine all ambitions of having certainty
about the created world? God could, for example, cause you to see a
simulacrum of Peter Adamson that is not me but is indistinguishable
from me. So you could never have certainty that you are seeing me.

This is only one of many hypothetical scenarios discussed in Latin
medieval philosophy, especially in the fourteenth century. Could God
change the past? Could God make a person exist in two places at the
same time, so that a man could cut off his own head and survive the ex-
perience?® Or, speaking of heads, can we really be sure that the pope has
one? Not if our sensory experiences depend for their reliability on the as-
sumption that we are not prey to some supernatural illusion, something
of which we can never be certain. This point, with the example of the
pope’s head, was made by Nicholas of Autrecourt (d. 1369), the late me-
dieval thinker most celebrated for his exploration of skepticism.** Like
other medieval thinkers who discussed such problems, though, Nicholas
was not trying to defend a skeptical position. Rather he sought to draw
out skeptical consequences from Aristotelian epistemology.

If Aristotelian science rests on evident first principles, then these
principles had better be really evident. And, given the threat of divine
intervention, no beliefs derived from sensation would seem to fit this
bill. Nor can we rely on our experience of causal connections to make
necessary generalizations. Sounding to an astonishing degree like al-
Ghazali before him—and David Hume after him, who turns out to have
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been reinventing an already reinvented wheel—Nicholas says that we
have only a “conjectural habit (habitus conjecturativus)” of expecting
the similar effects to arise from similar causes. In fact, Nicholas can only
think of one principle that has maximal certainty, namely, that two con-
tradictories cannot both be true (e.g., “giraffes are tall” and “it’s not the
case that giraffes are tall”’). We may have other beliefs that are true, but
the only ones that constitute certain knowledge are those that are equiva-
lent to this principle. These are roughly the ones that are now called “ana-
lytic truths,” the ones that follow purely from the meanings of the terms
involved, though Nicholas claims that not even mathematical truths,
which we would consider analytic, are on a par with the principle of
non-contradiction.®

A cogent response to this line of argument was offered by John Buri-
dan (d. ca. 1360).*¢ Much like al-TasT admitting that science often deals
in truths less certain than the principle that “the whole is greater than
the part,” Buridan conceded to Nicholas of Autrecourt that contradic-
tions are false with a degree of certainty that is rarely, if ever, attained
in natural philosophy. But this is not problematic, because natural phi-
losophy does not pursue that level of certainty. As Aristotle famously
said in his Nicomachean Ethics (1094b), in each discipline we should aim
at the level of exactness appropriate to that discipline. Just as the judge’s
task is to pass a verdict on the accused in the way indicated by the evi-
dence, which may occasionally mean condemning an innocent man, so
the natural philosopher’s job is to generalize on the basis of experience.
The goal is to inquire into natural causes and effects, so the fact that God
could supernaturally intervene, to prevent fire from burning cotton or
allow someone to cut off his own head, is simply irrelevant.

This gives us a better idea of how to fill out al-TtisT’s proposal that
scientific truths are certain but less certain than evident first principles.
In natural philosophy we would attain a lesser but appropriate degree of
certainty asserting for instance that “fire burns,” even though we realize
that God could choose to intervene miraculously to stop fire from burn-
ing. Since such miraculous intervention is simply outside the purview
of the natural philosopher, it can be ignored. Another way of thinking
about this was implicitly suggested by Nicholas of Autrecourt when he
set up the skeptical challenge in the first place. We might say that we do
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have certainty that “fire burns if not prevented from doing so by God.”
Our beliefs would be restored to full certainty by phrasing them in a hy-
pothetical form, much as I suggested earlier regarding the eternity of the
world (“if and when giraffes exist, they have long necks”). The differ-
ence would simply be that here, we may never know for sure that the hy-
pothetical condition—that God is not supernaturally intervening on this
occasion—is satisfied. But phrasing the solution in this way may have
seemed less attractive from the scholastics’ point of view, since Aristo-
telian science is meant to consist of predications (e.g., all A’s are B’s), not
hypothetical statements (if X, then Y).

At this point I should admit an ambiguity that has run throughout
this whole chapter, one that you may already have spotted. A central
term in all these debates has been “certainty,” which we have frequently
seen explained in terms of the impossibility of error. But something
might be true in such a way that it cannot be false, without me, you, or
anyone realizing that it is true in this way. So we should distinguish be-
tween objective and subjective certainty. Something is objectively cer-
tain if it must be true, subjectively certain for the person who knows it
must be true. Medieval Aristotelians typically wanted both kinds of cer-
tainty, at least when it came to the highest kind of knowledge. Al-Farabt
was the earliest thinker I discussed who made this point: for him, abso-
lute certainty requires that one believe in a truth that is in itself, or is ob-
jectively, necessary, and in addition that one knows it is true. Note that
the subjective element here involves a second-order belief. To be abso-
lutely certain that giraffes have long necks, I must know that my first-
order belief to this effect is true.

Medieval arguments for skepticism targeted both of these require-
ments. To deny the eternity of the world, or to admit the possibility of
God intervening in an otherwise stable natural system of cause and ef-
fect, was to threaten the Aristotelian ambition of grasping eternal, uni-
versally invariant features and powers of things. What were meant to be
objectively necessary truths were deemed instead to be merely contin-
gent truths, if that. In a sense medieval Aristotelians were well prepared
to fend off this threat. They had already allowed for lesser forms of cer-
tainty, for instance, regarding the individual, contingently existing things
that we grasp through sensation rather than intellection. So the idea that



38 Don't Think for Yourself

certain beliefs might concern themselves with things that are contin-
gently true, true only “for the most part,” or true only when the universe
exists, could be accommodated within an Aristotelian framework.

Arguably, the medievals were less well placed to cope with the skep-
tical attack on second-order, subjective certainty. The radical skeptical
hypotheses entertained in both the Islamic world and Latin Christendom
seemed to suggest that nothing is certain at all. Each experience could
be an illusion, or the whole world could be a radically contingent phe-
nomenon explained from one moment to the next only by God’s arbitrary
will. These concerns, which of course prefigure similar skeptical worries
in early modern philosophy, were typically forestalled simply by trusting
that God is no deceiver. Thus al-Ghazal1 quotes the line from the Quran,
“you will find no change in God’s custom (sunna)” (48:23). (Averroes
quotes it too, though in his case one may doubt whether he truly believes
that God can miraculously intervene in the course of nature.) The Latin
scholastics took refuge in the distinction between God’s absolute and
ordained power: absolutely, God can do whatever is intrinsically pos-
sible, but he has made a covenant with his creatures that he will abide by
certain laws.”” And in fact the skeptical hypotheses considered by me-
dieval thinkers are not quite as radical as they might be. Al-Ghazalt and
Fakhr al-Din warn that God might turn a book into a horse or dishes into
scholars, and the fourteenth-century scholastics worried about divinely
created illusions, but these scenarios always seem to be one-off events,
not thought experiments involving systematic deception like Descartes’s
evil demon hypothesis or the modern-day variant that invokes an immer-
sive virtual reality.* This helps explain why Buridan could cheerfully
accept the possibility of an occasional, miraculous intervention. So long
as this is the rare exception and not the rule, natural science could still be
certain within its own terms.

The issue of second-order certainty is closely related to the issues I
raised in chapter 1. There we saw that philosophers in the Islamic world,
like many jurists and theologians, liked to style themselves as indepen-
dent thinkers who proved things for themselves rather than forming their
beliefs on the basis of authority. In light of what I’ve just discussed, this
ambition becomes a bit clearer. If philosophical knowledge demands
second-order certainty, then it can hardly be compatible with following
authority. For while an authority might convince you of something that
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is objectively certain, it seems that no authority can give you subjective
certainty. To have that, you would need to put yourself in a position to
understand that the belief in question is indeed certain. But that would
apparently require being an expert yourself. How can you be really sure,
for instance, that all giraffes have long necks, unless you are thoroughly
trained in zoology or at least in that most important part of zoology that
concerns giraffes? Well there might be a way, actually, as we’ll see next.






CHAPTER 3

Testing the Prophets

Reason and the Choice of Faiths

Don’t let anyone tell you that philosophy is useless. True, it has a repu-
tation for being an abstract and chronically inconclusive enterprise. But
“applied” forms of philosophy like medical ethics and business ethics
have enjoyed a boom in recent times, and in earlier periods philosophy
was also applied in eminently practical contexts. Medicine was a good
example back then too. Galen, the second-century AD author whose
writings were nearly synonymous with medical science for well over
a millenium in Europe and the Islamic world, appropriated ideas from
ancient natural philosophy in his humoral theory and pharmacology.
Another example is the study of the heavens. The cosmological theories
of Aristotle provided a theoretical basis for Ptolemy, who lived at about
the same time as Galen and whose writings about both astronomy and
astrology were widely influential in medieval culture. This sounds less
practical at first, but astrology—known through texts from both Greece
and India—was one of the main topics pursued in the Arabic translation
movement, again for eminently practical reasons. What, after all, could
be more useful than using the stars to predict the future?

Many people today think of philosophy and religion as being anti-
thetical, with philosophy devoted solely to reason and religion founded
in faith. But in the medieval period, religious thought was frequently just
another kind of applied philosophy. Ideas about knowledge, metaphysics,
or the soul would be appropriated and used to interpret, expound, and

41
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defend revelation. Indeed we’ve already seen that Averroes, for one,
thought that philosophy provided the on/y reliable basis for scriptural
exegesis. Obviously this was not a widely held view, and there were cer-
tainly some medieval theologians who were frankly hostile to the use
of philosophy in religious contexts, going all the way back to the early
Christian church father Tertullian, who famously wanted to know what
Athens has to do with Jerusalem. Examples from the three medieval cul-
tures examined here might include Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), who very un-
usually went so far as to reject the study of logic, which he deemed more
trouble than it was worth (like “camel meat at the top of a mountain”);
Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153), who justified the intellectual persecution
of Peter Abelard by complaining that Abelard was “ready to give reasons
for everything, even for those those things which are above reason”; and
Symeon the New Theologian (d. 1022), a monk at the Stoudios monas-
tery in Constantinople who acidly remarked that the Holy Spirit is “not
sent to philosophers . . . but to the pure in heart and body.”

But in this chapter, I look at figures who had a more nuanced view,
one that falls between the bold rationalism of Averroes and the invective
of these outright critics of philosophy (who, by the way, also left plenty
of space for rationality in their own approaches to religion). On the one
hand, these middle-ground figures perceived the philosophical tradition
as a kind of rival, or at least alternative, to religious faith. On the other
hand, they believed that natural reason could be used to support religious
faith and even to justify one’s religious affiliation. I’ll focus on several
works written in dialogue form, which explore the choice between reli-
gions by putting them in literal debate with one another. Tellingly, “phi-
losophy” tends to appear in these dialogues as another option on a par
with Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. The central claim made by such
texts is, therefore, that the neutral and fair-minded person who is simply
using natural reason should give credence to one of the Abrahamic faiths.
By arguing for this conclusion, they suggest that reason points beyond
itself, establishing the need for a religious revelation that supplements
our natural understanding of the world and of our own obligations.

As context for the discussion of these dialogues it will be useful to
return to the dilemma I explored in chapter 1. To recap, I argued that
we need a way of forming beliefs that lies between outright taglid—the
blind acceptance of authority—and outright ijtihad, where we are only
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satisfied once we have worked things out for ourselves. The challenge is
well articulated by al-Ghazali.

Reason does not suffice without revelation nor does revelation suf-
fice without reason. The one who would urge pure taqlid and the total
rejection of reason is in error and he who would make do with pure
reason apart from the lights of the Quran and the Sunna is deluded.

And as it turns out, he also articulates a compelling answer to our ques-
tion. This comes in al-Ghazali’s aforementioned intellectual autobiogra-
phy, Deliverer from Error,® the context of a discussion about accepting
the genuineness of Muhammad’s prophecy. Al-Ghazalt writes:

If you are in doubt about whether a certain person is a prophet or
not, certainty can be had only through knowledge of what he is like
(bi-ma ‘rifa ahwalihi), either by personal observation or reports and
testimony. If you have an understanding of medicine and jurispru-
dence, you can recognize jurists and doctors by observing what they
are like, and listening to what they had to say, even if you haven’t
observed them. So you have no difficulty recognizing that al-Shafi't
was a jurist or Galen a doctor, this being knowledge of what is in fact
the case (ma ‘rifa bi-I-haqiqa) and not a matter of taqlid shown to
another person. Rather, since you know something of jurisprudence
and medicine, and you have perused their books and treatises, you
have arrived at necessary knowledge about what they are like. Like-
wise, once you grasp the meaning of prophecy and then investigate
the Quran and [hadith] reports extensively, you arrive at necessary
knowledge that [Muhammad] is at the highest degree of prophecy.*

Here, while encouraging us to rise above taglid, al-Ghazali sets the epi-
stemic bar lower than independent jjtihdad. Rather than telling us to work
everything out for ourselves, he instructs us to reach a level of under-
standing that will allow us to judge whether or not someone counts as an
authority worth following.

Though the context concerns prophecy, his examples show that
this is a generalizable policy. For example, if you are trying to do medi-
cine, you should acquaint yourself enough with this field that you can
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affirm Galen’s status as an expert doctor. But you don’t have to be at
Galen’s level yourself. You just have to put yourself in a position where
you are accepting Galen’s teachings on justified grounds. Just a couple
of pages later, al-Ghazalt says that we often do not understand the func-
tion of medicines for the body and religious prescriptions for the soul (or
“heart”). In such cases we must simply follow the recommendations of
doctors and prophets; and here he even uses the word tag/id for our obe-
dience to those recommendations.’

So we might call this “justified taglid.” It is a kind of epistemic boot-
strapping, in which we submit to an authority in some domain but only
after understanding the domain well enough to satisfy ourselves that
these authority figures have genuine expertise. We should seek indepen-
dent knowledge that the authority is indeed authoritative, but we do not
need to have the same kind of independent knowledge possessed by the
authoritative figure. This has an analogue in the realm of Islamic law, as
discussed in chapter 1: instead of exerting ijtihad by solving each case
through independent effort, one might exert ijtihad by choosing which
legal school to follow. This would not count as full-blown taqlid because
going on to do one’s jurisprudence “within a school” would itself flow
from a well-considered, independent choice.®

We are again dealing here with second-order beliefs, that is, belief
about other beliefs. In particular, we are trying to decide whether the
beliefs expressed by a putative authority rise to the level of knowledge.
If so, then by engaging in justified taglid and taking their beliefs as our
own, we will be ensured against error. This would shield us from the
problem of epistemic luck. If we have good methods for testing the pu-
tative authority, then even without independently derived knowledge we
can still be sure that we are avoiding error. Of course, there would be
much more to say about how to identify an authority. Al-Ghazali seems
to place most weight on the integrity and character of the candidate
prophet, jurist, or doctor: “what he is like.” He cites several statements
of Muhammad concerning moral and spiritual affairs, which show him
to be reliable in these domains. He considers, but rejects, the idea that
prophecy is proven through miracles. His reason for this is that miracles
could be tests sent by God or simple fakes, like magic tricks.

Al-Ghazalf also gives us an example in which, according to him,
taqlid has gone wrong. He attacks those who follow a supposedly
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infallible imam who is authoritative in interpreting the Islamic revela-
tion. These are Shi‘ite Muslims, more specifically, Isma‘Tlis, who on al-
Ghazalr’s telling reject all use of ijtihdd in favor of total submission to the
teachings of their imam. He has good fun mocking this position, adapt-
ing an example we saw earlier by asking what the Isma‘Tlt will do if it is
time to pray and does not know which way Mecca lies. Should he travel
to the city where his imam resides, to ask? No, clearly he should work
out the answer for himself before the time of prayer is past. Such ex-
amples license the use of jjtihad in religious matters. The most impor-
tant such use, as we just saw, is the identification of which prophet or
prophets to follow. This is rather ironic, by the way, because we can find
Shi‘ite thinkers recommending a policy of justified taglid too. They ar-
gued that a fair assessment shows their imams to be the guides we need.
Al-Dawwant’s rejection of taglid quoted above in chapter 1 came pre-
cisely in the context of defense of the Shi‘ite view on the imam.

As this shows, there were significant disputes within medieval Islam
over the nature of authority, and over the question of which authorities
should be followed. But a more obvious context for raising that issue
was the rivalry between the Abrahamic religious faiths. Al-Dawwani
warned that taglid could justify the Christian in being Christian and the
Jew in being a Jew, just as much as it would justify a Muslim in accept-
ing Islam. This is a classic case of “epistemic luck,” where the Muslim’s
true beliefs would result simply from the happenstance of having Mus-
lim parents. Al-Ghazali had a similar concern, as we can see from a pas-
sage early on in his autobiography where he cites a famous saying of the
Prophet Muhammad.

Thirst for grasping the true natures of things was a habit and prac-
tice of mine from early on in my life, an inborn and innate tendency
(ghariza wa-fitra) given by God in my very nature, not chosen or
contrived. So as I neared maturity the bonds of taglid weakened
for me and I was emancipated from inherited beliefs. For I saw that
young Christians always grew up to accept Christianity and young
Jews to accept Judaism, while young Muslims always grew up to
accept Islam. And I heard the hadith related of the prophet, “every
child is born in the innate condition (fifra) but his parents make him
a Jew, Christian, or Magian.”’
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Here we can see that the problem of faqlid and epistemic luck relates in-
timately to the problem of religious pluralism. In the medieval period no
less than today, there was vivid awareness of other faiths, and the chal-
lenge was to explain why one’s own faith had the best claim to truth.
This brings us to the aforementioned texts that dramatize the choice
of faiths in dialogue form. I’ll look at four authors: the Jewish philoso-
phers Judah Hallevi (d. 1141) and Shem Tov ben Joseph Falaquera (d. ca.
1295) and the Christian philosophers Peter Abelard (d. 1142) and Ramon
Llull (d. 1316). The first of these figures, Hallevi, lived in Islamic Spain
but died in the Holy Land. He is the author of the Kuzari,? based (very)
loosely on the historical events that took place in the Caucacus in the
eighth century, when a group called the Khazars converted to Judaism.
In Hallevi’s imaginary reconstruction, the king of the Khazars has a
dream in which he is told that his beliefs are pleasing to God, but his ac-
tions are not. In an effort to discover where his error lies, the king inter-
rogates a philosopher (faylasiif), a Christian, and a Muslim to see which
of them can persuade him of their doctrines. Dissatisfied by all three,
he turns in desperation to the Jews, whom he previously dismissed be-
cause of their low social standing. This last interlocutor persuades him
to convert to Judaism. The king appoints the Jewish spokesman as his
mentor and the two engage in a wide-ranging dialogue about various
philosophical and religious issues, which takes up the bulk of the text.
The rather artificial setting of the dialogue allows Hallevi to ex-
plore the question raised by al-Ghazali, which is likely no coincidence
given that Hallevi was apparently familiar with his works.” The king
is in precisely the situation envisioned by al-Ghazalt: he seeks to test
three prophetic, revelatory traditions and decide which one should claim
his allegiance. Hallevi’s dialogue thus provides us with an implicit ac-
count of the grounds on which the choice of faiths may, and (given the
happy outcome) presumably should, be made. As mentioned before,
philosophy is here treated almost as a fourth religion, an alternative to
the Abrahamic faiths rather than a handmaid of theology. For Hallevi,
the word falsafa (philosophy) does not have quite the meaning we would
anticipate but is tied to a very specific set of doctrines, namely, those
of Avicenna. This is typical of post-Avicennan philosophy, as shown
by the apparently generic title al-Ghazali chose for his attack on Avi-
cenna: The Incoherence of the Philosophers. Averroes’s response to
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al-Ghazali was an attempt to reassert Aristotelianism, instead of Avi-
cennism, as definitive of “philosophy” in Islamic culture. But this at-
tempt fell on deaf ears and from the twelfth century on, the word falsafa
and even the word “Peripatetic” were generally synonymous with Avi-
cenna’s teachings.

So Hallevi has his “philosopher” present his teachings to the king,
with a heavy emphasis on precisely those ideas of Avicenna that had been
attacked in al-Ghazali’s Incoherence, like the eternity of the world and
the impossibility of God’s knowing particulars. The king is unimpressed,
in part because the philosopher explicitly says that his doctrines have
merely to do with intellectual convictions, not concrete practice. (This
is one philosopher who is not interested in an “applied” version of his
discipline.) Since the king’s dream reassured him that his beliefs were
acceptable, but his practices were displeasing to God, the king quickly
concludes that philosophy is not the system of thought he is looking for.
He turns to the Christian and rejects his religion as well: “There is no
scope for rational argument (giyas) here, in fact rational argument deems
what has been said to be absurd. . . . I cannot bring myself to accept these
things, having them sprung on me without having grown up with them.”'
This is an interesting rationale for not becoming a Christian. It’s not sur-
prising to see a Jewish author suggest that Christianity flies in the face of
reason by asserting the incarnation of God and the Trinity. Yet Hallevi
has the king imply that had he been raised believing these apparent absur-
dities, he might have an easier time believing them. As al-Ghazali said,
young Christians grow up to accept Christianity, even though this reli-
gion diverges from our natural, inborn conceptions (our fifra).

The king’s rejection of Islam is similar but even less hostile. He ex-
plains that since the Quran is in Arabic, a language he does not speak,
he cannot really judge it as a miraculous, revelatory text. Here Hallevi
alludes to the doctrine of i ‘jaz, which states that the Quran is “inimi-
table” by humankind and thus must have a divine source. Muslims had
by this time adopted the doctrine that the Quran was Muhammad’s sole
miracle, one amply sufficient to prove that he was a genuine prophet.
Since the king is not in a position to evaluate this particular supposed
miracle, he thus has no reason to adopt Islam for himself. Note that, un-
like al-Ghazali, the king would be willing to accept miracles as proof of
prophecy. But he says that, to be really persuaded, he would want to see a
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different kind of miracle: one that overturns the normal course of natural
events and is securely confirmed by a large number of witnesses.!!

This, according to Hallevi, is what Judaism alone can offer. The
miracles recorded in the Hebrew Bible, such as those that accompanied
the flight from Egypt, were witnessed by many people and have been
transmitted across many centuries with an astonishing degree of una-
nimity.”” And these miracles did violate the usual laws of nature, which
turns out to mean God’s customary actions in the world."* Not that Hal-
levi is an occasionalist. He thinks that there are natural causes to which
we can appeal to explain some phenomena. For instance, fire heats, and
water cools. But such brute natural forces have no wisdom and are thus
insufficient to explain the providential ordering of the universe." Even
such routine events as the generation of an animal require God’s guid-
ance, using brute physical causes as “instruments” in a way that lies be-
yond our full understanding.

Natural, generated things are all determined, balanced and propor-
tioned in their mixtures from the four natures, and by the slightest
adjustment they become perfect and well-shaped, and take on the
animal or plant form to which they lay claim. Yet the slightest thing
can corrupt the mixture of the form that shapes it. Haven’t you seen
an egg being corrupted by the least accident of excessive heat, cold,
or movement, so that it fails to receive the form of a chicken? . . . So
to whom is it given to determine the actions as far as the divine pro-
duces them, other than God alone?"

When a miracle occurs, this is not merely God working his will in the
world but God working his will in an unusual fashion.

Nature speaks through custom, the Law through the breach of cus-
tom. The two may be reconciled: those customs that are breached
were only natural [in the first place] because they were within the
eternal will, conditional upon it and instituted according to it, since
the six days of creation.'®

It is on such divinely willed “breaches of custom” that belief in Juda-
ism should rest. But this is not quite where the epistemic buck stops,
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because, as we saw, the miracles themselves are proven by extensive and
reliable testimony. So the king’s conversion, and more generally the case
for choosing Judaism over its rivals, in fact comes down fundamentally
to that testimony, which in chronological age and number of witnesses
trumps anything that philosophers, Christians, or Muslims can say in
favor of their own belief systems.!”

Is this taqlid? Perhaps Hallevi would admit that it is, given that at
one point he mentions that Aristotle’s errors can be explained by his
being left to his own devices, without any reliable tradition he might
“trust through taqlid”"® But Hallevi would want to insist that the Jew
believes by what I have called justified faglid. We are to believe in the
miracles of the Hebrew Bible not simply because we were born into Jew-
ish families, say, but because we recognize that the evidence for those
miracles is overwhelming. Some medieval Jewish thinkers gave still
greater scope to reason in arguing for their faith. None more than Fala-
quera. His dialogue The Epistle of the Debate features fewer characters
than Hallevi’s Kuzari, pitting a rationalist against a traditionalist Jewish
scholar. Whereas the other dialogues under discussion here feature a phi-
losopher who is outside the Abrahamic faiths, in this one the spokesman
for reason is a convinced Jew. His goal in the debate is to persuade his
coreligionist scholar, who is deeply suspicious of philosophy, that ratio-
nal argumentation is compatible with Judaism and indeed provides its
firmest support.

Just as it is more convincing to see something with your own eyes
than to have it reported by a witness, so religious belief will be firmer
when grounded in rational argument than in faqlid. Thus Falaquera’s
philosopher promises his interlocutor, “Your faith will be stronger if you
attain it through your intellect than it is [when you attain it] through
tradition.”® In fact even biblical patriarchs like Abraham must have
grasped God through “demonstrative proofs.” This is simply obvious,
since it is the only way they could have had genuine knowledge.?® Any-
one who fails to engage in rational justification of the faith is in the same
position as a “child” or “ignoramus,” who simply affirms Jewish belief
without having any real conception of it in their souls. For this reason the
philosopher says to the traditionalist, “You are imperfect in this faith of
yours; the way by which its truth and its reason may be made manifest to
you is science.” The traditionalist’s failure to rise above taqlid is shown
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even in his rejection of philosophy, since as he admits he has not studied
philosophical books and opposes them merely on hearsay.

None of which is to say that every Jew should be aiming at “perfec-
tion” in the faith. The rationalist admits that “demonstrative instruction
is only suitable for the few, for the scholars perfect in their opinions, and
not for the multitude of people whose conception is not intellectual but
rather by way of the imagination.”” Falaquera’s elitist rejection of faglid
for the scholarly class, the relegation of other believers to the level of non-
intellectual belief, and the daring claim that philosophical reasoning pro-
vides the basis for interpretating revelation may all remind us of Averroes,
whose Decisive Treatise made parallel claims about the role of philosophy
in Islam. There’s a good reason for this resonance, which is that Falaquera
knew Averroes’s works and was powerfully influenced by them.

But he qualifies his Averroist rationalism by having his spokesman
emphasize that Aristotelian philosophy is to be used selectively. As he
puts it, we take the fruit and throw away the peel.”® This allows Fala-
quera to criticize the “philosophers” more openly than Averroes would
have done, for instance, because they wrongly denied the possibility of
miracles and the temporal creation of the world. There are also practi-
cal requirements placed upon Jews that go beyond the demands of phi-
losophy: while philosophers would endorse the Ten Commandments,
they say nothing about observing the Sabbath. Though Falaquera does
not dwell at length on the incompleteness of philosophy, this is a signifi-
cant admission. It recalls Hallevi’s much more emphatic discussion of the
supra-rational aspects of Jewish law, “supra-rational” simply in the sense
that religion lays obligations upon us that reason would not. This was im-
portant for the king in the Kuzari, who wanted to know why his actions
were not pleasing to God. Without converting to Judaism he would never
have adopted the rituals, dietary laws, and so on demanded by God.

Now, Hallevi believes that these prescriptions are in harmony with
reason. In fact, at one point he has the Jewish scholar character insist that
all his teachings are in accordance with reason.?* But this does not mean
the legal prescriptions are derivable from reason. It actually lies beyond
human capacity to determine all the norms that should govern our lives,
at least as perfectly as the divine law has done. For example, we might
realize that we occasionally need to rest from our labors, but it is only
divine will that lays down the Sabbath as the ideal form of rest.”® The
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obligations placed on Jews by the law are much like God’s customary,
non-miraculous interventions within nature. In both cases God fine-tunes
what is natural so as to ensure the realization of his providential order.

We might wonder whether something similar happens on the epi-
stemic front. Are there true beliefs that reason cannot supply, the way
it cannot supply an account of our practical obligations? Falaquera for
one seems to think not, and in that respect he is a faithful follower of
Averroes. But this was by no means a universally, or even widely, held
view in medieval Jewish thought.?® One might think here of Hasdai Cres-
cas (d. 1410). In his Light of the Lord (Or Hashem) he took exception to
the attempt of his illustrious predecessor, Maimonides, to identify “prin-
ciples” of the faith that all Jews should accept. For Maimonides, the most
fundamental of these principles, which were thirteen in number, could
be established by philosophical argument. These included the claims that
God exists, is one, and has no body. But Crescas found weaknesses in the
proofs given for these claims. His student Joseph Albo (d. 1444) tended
to agree. Of these three propositions he thought that only the first, God’s
existence, can be rationally demonstrated. For Albo, Maimonides’s
project of founding Judaism in rationally provable truths was in any case
misconceived. In a fideist version of the bootstrapping strategy, he sug-
gested that there are three roots (‘iggarim) of Judaism, the existence of
God, the revelation of the Torah, and recompense in the afterlife. Once
these are accepted by faith, all other religious convictions would follow
like corollaries from fundamental theorems.

We might expect medieval Christians to be more tempted by this
kind of approach and less tempted by the sort of rationalist project found
in Averroes, Falaquera, and Maimonides. All Christians in this period
were, after all, committed to at least some doctrines that seem obviously
insusceptible to rational proof: that God was incarnated as Christ; that
God is a Trinity; that bread becomes Christ’s flesh in the sacrament of
the Eucharist. Indeed, in an application of the Augustinian formula that
the Christian should “believe in order to understand,” many Christian
intellectuals thought that reason’s role in theology was to defend, under-
stand, and build upon doctrines we accept by faith. The most famous
example here would of course be Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274), for whom
theology as a science is distinguished by its use of certain “principles”
that are believed by faith, not demonstrated by reason, as Maimonides
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wanted. In fact these principles cannot be demonstrated by reason,
though reason could show that the teachings definitive of Christianity
involve no absurdity and then build a rational science of theology using
them as a foundation.

This fusion of reason and faith struck many Christian intellectu-
als as giving too large a role to reason. A good example is provided by
a controversy that dominated late Byzantine philosophy.”’ In the four-
teenth century the works of Aquinas and other schoolmen were read by
Greek scholars and translated into Greek, which helped provoke a series
of attacks on Latin scholasticism. In fact, Greek Orthodox intellectuals
would for many centuries (well after the fall of Constantinople) be driven
by attempts to distance themselves from Latin theology. One of the first
such attacks came in 1335, when Barlaam of Calabria (d. 1348) com-
plained of how Western theologians were using syllogistic arguments to
talk about God’s nature. This is impossible, because Aristotelian dem-
onstrations should provide certain knowledge, and humans cannot have
certainty about God. When Barlaam was attacked for this stance by his
more famous contemporary, Gregory Palamas (d. 1359), it was not be-
cause Palamas thought we can construct theology on the model of an Ar-
istotelian science, as Aquinas had done. He simply wanted to insist that
we do have certainty about God but through faith, not reason.

All of this may seem to suggest that the bootstrapping strategy of
justified taglid would be unavailable to Christians. Rather than use rea-
son to establish the reliability of Christian authority, you are supposed
simply to submit to authoritative sources first, and only then try to un-
derstand what these sources have said. Yet there were exceptions, Chris-
tian thinkers who wanted to push the boundaries of what reason could
do by way of establishing the faith. One of them was the twelfth-century
logician and theologian Peter Abelard (d. 1142). His suspicion of un-
varnished appeals to authority arguably motivated his work Sic et Non,
which cites authoritative texts on both sides of many theological issues,
without indicating how the dilemmas should be resolved. There is a nice
story about him that makes the point more explicitly. Abelard’s rival Al-
beric of Rheims challenged him to defend one of his more daring views,
with the stipulation that he should only cite authorities and not give ar-
guments. When Abelard was able to quote Augustine in support of his
position, Alberic said that the Augustine quote needed to be interpreted
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differently, at which point Abelard said, “That’s irrelevant, because you
are only looking only for words, not interpretation.””

Abelard’s high hopes for natural reason were displayed in his com-
ments on the subject of the Trinity. Already before him, scholars associ-
ated with the so-called school of Chartres had cautiously suggested that
the third of the trinitarian Persons, the Holy Spirit, might have been an-
ticipated by Plato under the guise of the “world soul” described in the di-
alogue Timaeus. This proposal is especially associated with William of
Conches (d. after 1154), who wrote in his glosses on the Timaeus:

God wanted to make the world an intelligent animal, but nothing can
be intelligent without soul, so he excogitated the soul (ergo excogita-
vit animam). [Plato] did well to say “excogitated” and not “created,”
insofar as the soul is said to be the Holy Spirit. For the Holy Spirit is
not made, created, or generated by God, but it proceeds.?

This suggests that William was convinced that Plato had to some extent
anticipated the doctrine of the Trinity, using nothing but his natural gifts—
even though William says in the same set of glosses that he is willing nei-
ther to affirm nor to deny the equivalence of world soul and Holy Spirit.*°

Abelard took a new approach to the question, by asserting that the
doctrine of the world soul is obviously absurd if taken at face value. If
the whole universe had a soul, then each of us would be infused with that
soul in addition to our own souls, so we would all have two souls. This
is just silly, and certainly not the sort of thing we should ascribe to Plato.
So, says Abelard, we should take the talk of the “world soul” in Plato to
be a veiled or allegorical way of referring to the Holy Spirit.

What the philosophers said about the World-Soul should be accepted
as figurative expression. Otherwise we would have to deplore Plato
as not the greatest philosopher but the greatest fool. For what is more
absurd than judging the whole world to be a rational animal, unless
that is it was put forward as a figurative expression?*!

This is just one example of Abelard’s idea that the pagan philosophers
often anticipated the truths of Christianity, something they could man-
age given their intellectual gifts and also their virtuous and ascetic way
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of living. The implications of this view for my central question are clear.
If the pagans were able at least dimly to perceive such doctrines as the
Trinity using reason, then reason gets us pretty far toward ratifying
Christianity as the belief system most worthy of our adherence.

A text that explores this idea more fully and explicitly is Abelard’s
Dialogue Between a Philosopher, a Jew, and a Christian.* As the title
already indicates, this work is comparable to those of Falaquera and, es-
pecially, Hallevi. The frame of the dialogue is rather different though. It
starts with a rather desultory indication that the work belongs in the grand
tradition of medieval dream narratives, which takes inspiration from an-
cient texts like Macrobius’s commentary on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio
and includes more famous and literary examples, like the Romance of
the Rose and Piers Plowman. In Abelard’s dream, he is appointed as the
judge of a debate between the three main characters, on account of his
“preeminence in mental keenness and knowledge of all the Scriptures.”
Even while asleep, Abelard was rather pleased with himself.

A central theme of this work is what Abelard would, had he spo-
ken Arabic, have called faqlid. What is definitive of the character of the
“philosopher” here is not, as in Hallevi, any particular body of doctrines
but a method. He has no commitment to any revelatory text and simply
follows reason wherever it leads. He says that his role is “to investigate
the truth by means of reasons (rationibus), and in all things to follow
not people’s opinion but reason’s lead,” and later challenges the Chris-
tian and Jew to say whether their religious beliefs are based on reason or
involve “following mere human opinion and the love of your own kind
of people (an solam hic hominum opinionem ac generis vestri sectemini
amorem).”> The implicit charge is of course one we’ve seen explicitly in
texts from the Islamic world: in the latter case, religious belief would be
a matter of epistemic luck. And indeed Abelard’s “philosopher” imme-
diately goes on to give a variant of the worry about simply following the
religion of one’s family: in mixed marriages, the child often adopts the
belief system of their favorite parent.

But the Jew and Christian deny the charge of taglid. For the Jewish
character, it is fine for children to follow their parents’ lead in matters of
religion, but upon maturity they should think for themselves, for “it is not
as fitting to follow opinion as it is to search out the truth.”>* Similarly the
Christian accepts that “no discerning person forbids investigating and
discussing our faith by means of reason” and agrees with the philosopher
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that rational argument carries more weight than the citing of authori-
ties.® But the most interesting remark about the relation between reason
and authority is given to the character of the philosopher:

If all people used the same authorities, there wouldn’t be so many
different religious faiths. But just as everyone deliberates with his
own reason, individuals pick the authorities they follow. . .. Those
who wrote only on the basis of reason, whose views are seen to
abound with it, have earned their authority, their being worth believ-
ing. But even in their judgment, reason is put before authority. . . .
Authority is regarded as having last place, or none at all, in every
philosophical disputation.*®

Note especially the philosopher’s endorsement of justified taglid. When
we follow the authority of, say, Aristotle we have a good reason for doing
so, namely, that Aristotle himself showed good use of reason. His skill
in argumentation establishes his credentials as someone whose views
are worth at least taking seriously, and perhaps taking over for ourselves.

But Abelard’s philosopher character and apparently Abelard himself
think that it is better to think for oneself. As shown by that anecdote in
which he embarrassed Alberic, it is never appropriate to try to settle a
dispute simply by citing some authoritative witness, at least not if one be-
longs to the intellectual elite as do Abelard and the three characters in his
Dialogue. Unfortunately, this work ends abruptly in the midst of the de-
bate without any judgment being passed down. So, though we can take it
for granted that Abelard would have gone on to declare the Christian the
victor, we don’t know for sure on which grounds he would have done so.
Incomplete though it is, the Dialogue is clear regarding the weaknesses
of the Jew’s position. It is not a rabidly anti-Semitic text by medieval stan-
dards, as the Jew is allowed to defend his faith at length and with consid-
erable sophistication, but both the philosopher and the Christian criticize
Judaism for its supposed concern with bodily instead of spiritual goods.
More relevantly for our purposes, one of the Jew’s main arguments for his
religion is that we may expect God to hand down a law to humankind,
and the Jewish law is the best candidate because of its antiquity and high
standing according to general human opinion (ex vetustate et communi
hominum opinione nacta est auctoritatem).”” Given how similar this is to
the rationale Hallevi would later offer in support of Judaism, this is hardly
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unfair on Abelard’s part. But when the Jew appeals to “authority” and
common “opinion” we are no doubt meant to realize that this is a weak
basis for belief, as Abelard has made clear elsewhere in the dialogue.

More difficult is the choice between philosophy and Christianity.
The character of the philosopher openly admires the Christian spokes-
man for his philosophical acuity,*® and the Christian is able to persuade
him on a number of points, especially concerning the nature of the af-
terlife. But since this philosopher believes in the afterlife anyway and
is a monotheist, the doctrinal difference between the two is not large.
In the text as we have it, there is also no exploration of such distinctive
Christian ideas as the Trinity or Incarnation. It is emphasized that the
Greeks, that most rational of peoples, converted to Christianity on ratio-
nal grounds. Yet when the philosopher explains why he himself has not
converted, his explanation suggests that for Abelard, reason alone does
not suffice to establish the truth of the Christian faith.

We don’t yield to their authority in the sense of not discussing their
statements rationally before we approve them. Otherwise we would
be ceasing to do philosophy, if while disregarding the investigation of
reasons we mainly used topics from authority (si videlicet rationum
inquisitione postposita, locis auctoritatis . . . plurimum uteremur).®

One issue here may be that, like Hallevi and Falaquera, Abelard rec-
ognizes the gap between rational and religious obligations. He has the
philosopher say to the Christian that many biblical commands are in
agreement with natural reason, while others impose an additional obli-
gation chosen by God.

[The Bible] hands down certain natural commandments (raturalia
praecepta) you call moral, such as loving God and one’s neighbor,
not committing adultery, not stealing, and not committing murder.
But others belong so to speak to positive justice. They are adapted
to certain people for a time. For example, circumcision for the Jews,
baptism for you.*’

So perhaps Abelard, despite his rationalism, is after all more comparable
to Hallevi than to Falaquera or Averroes. He clearly thinks that reason
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supports Christianity and would never conflict with it, but there are more
truths about life in heaven and on earth than are dreamt of in the phi-
losophy of the pure rationalist.

That would have been a great line to end this chapter, but unfortu-
nately I have one last work to discuss. Well, actually it isn’t all that un-
fortunate, because the author of this work is the endlessly fascinating
and idiosyncratic Ramon Llull. Apparently in response to the multireli-
gious culture of his native Majorca, he devised a new way of doing phi-
losophy—his famous “Art”—that he thought would replace scholastic
methods, convert Muslims and Jews to Christianity, and establish last-
ing peace across the world. These ambitions were, to put it mildly, not
fully realized. But what he could not achieve in the world, he could bring
about in a fictional setting, namely, that of his Book of the Gentile and
Three Wise Men, written in Catalan and already translated into Latin,
French, and Spanish in the Middle Ages.*! We have a now familiar cast
of characters, as the “gentile” is a trained philosopher, shown in discus-
sion with a Jew, a Muslim, and a Christian. The dialogue unfolds with
extravagant courtesy as each spokesman shows respect for the others
and presents his case for his own religion.

The opening sentence of this work states LIull’s motive in writing it,
which is that “unbelievers,” that is, non-Christians, should be brought to
salvation. Yet as apologetic texts go, this one is remarkably restrained.
There is not only the polite tone of proceedings but also a kind of twist
ending: the three “wise men” representing the Abrahamic faiths tell the
gentile they would rather not hear his judgment as to who has made the
best argument, because they prefer that “each be free to choose his own
religion.”* As a result the message that comes across most strongly is
that it would be good if everyone could agree on some one religion, as
this would promote peace. One of the wise men—tellingly, Llull does
not say which—explicitly outlines the project that arguably lies behind
all the dialogues I have been discussing.

Think of the harm that comes from men not belonging to a single
sect, and of the good that would come from everyone being beneath
one faith and one religion. . . . Since we cannot agree by means of
authorities, let us try to come to some agreement by means of de-
monstrative and necessary reasons.*
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As in the other texts, rational demonstration is presented as the means
to escape faqlid, the mere appeal to authority that can never resolve in-
terreligious dispute. One passage identifies a problem we have seen sev-
eral times already, that believers usually adhere blindly to the faith into
which they were born.

Men are so rooted in the faith in which they found themselves and in
which they were raised by their parents and ancestors, that it is im-
possible to make them break away by preaching, by disputation, or
by any other means man could devise.*

Llull’s philosophical method is the instrument by which the deadlock
will be resolved.

Again, he is remarkably evenhanded in the way that this instrument
is used. All three spokesmen are experts in the Llullian “Art” and are
in substantive agreement on core religious doctrines. They affirm the
existence of an afterlife and the existence of a single God, ideas that are
completely new to the gentile (which is a stark contrast to the theistic
“philosophers” in Hallevi and Abelard). In fact, when it is the Chris-
tian’s turn to speak, he does not even bother trying to establish monothe-
ism, because the Jewish spokesman has already proven this adequately.
Still, it is clear where Llull’s own sympathies lie. He has the Jew admit
the same supposed weakness in his faith already identified by Abelard,
namely, that Judaism is overly concerned with this world and not the
next.* The cross-examination of the Muslim is also more severe than
that directed at the other two spokesmen.

Yet Llull has all three Abrahamic characters embrace and pursue
his own ambitious program of grounding faith in reason. As Anthony
Bonner has pointed out, Llull wanted to recast biblical prophecy as a
systematic philosophy. Whatever one believes by true faith must also be
demonstrable by reason.* The need for this project is nicely illustrated
by a story Llull tells elsewhere, in which a Muslim king is shown by a
Christian missionary that Islam is false. When the missionary is unable
to follow this up by arguing convincingly for his own religion, and says
that it should be accepted by faith instead, the king blames the mission-
ary for leaving him with no religious convictions at all: ““You disproved
the faith that I had (legem quam habebam), but then cannot prove yours
to me with rational argument (cum rationibus).”¥’ In keeping with this,
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each spokesman in the Book of the Gentile begins by setting out a list of
principles distinctive of the relevant religion and then works through the
list to show that each principle can be proven. Actually there are two re-
markably rationalist assumptions here: that a given religion is defined by
its doctrinal commitments (and not, say, its ritual practices) and that the
commitments of the one true creed can be proven in a way convincing to
any fair-minded judge.

Which is not to say that the proofs will be easy. The Christian
spokesman warns the gentile:

The articles of our faith are so sublime and so difficult to believe and
understand that you will not be able to comprehend them unless you
apply all the strength of your mind and soul to understanding the ar-
guments by which I intend to prove the above-mentioned articles.*®

But this is not an admission that we need to believe first in order to un-
derstand. To the contrary, the Christian emphasizes that if anyone re-
jects the proofs of his faith, it will be the fault of the skeptic and not the
proofs themselves: such a skeptic “thinks that no proof has been given
of something that is in fact quite provable.”* And indeed the Chris-
tian goes on to present the Trinity, not—as Aquinas for instance would
do—as something we believe by faith, and can explain and defend with
reason, but as something that can be proven through pure philosophical
argument, on the grounds that God is identical to His own infinite
power, knowledge, and love.

Perhaps because Llull is so unsympathetic to Islam, he allows his
Muslim spokesman a moment of weakness, in which he settles for some-
thing less convincing than demonstration and more like the bootstrap-
ping strategy of al-Ghazali. Like al-Ghazali, the spokesman appeals to
his Prophet’s personal virtues. Muhammad’s “charity and justice” prove
that he really was a messenger sent by God. The “gentile” character is
not impressed. He observes that, since Christ too is greatly honored, the
same argument can be used to confirm the truth of his claim to be the in-
carnated God.* Here Llull has put his finger on a potential weakness of
the bootstrapping approach. If I verify that one authority is worthy of my
credence, nothing excludes that another potential authority figure will
turn up who seems equally reliable. One would then be in the position of,
say, a patient who gets a second opinion and is forced to choose between
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two conflicting pieces of medical advice, without having medical knowl-
edge of her own to guide that choice.>' If she chooses the better advice it
will just be a matter of epistemic luck, precisely what we were trying to
avoid by engaging in justified faqlid. The problem is encapsulated in a
remark of William Blake’s, who said that “the man, either painter or phi-
losopher, who learns or acquires all he knows from others must be full
of contradictions.”?

Onmy view this is not a fatal weakness of the bootstrapping approach.
All it shows is that this approach will, at best, get us to rationally justified
belief'and not knowledge, the more ambitious goal pursued by al-Ghazali.
Remember that he spoke of “necessary knowledge” that Muhammad was
a true prophet. The idea is apparently that if [ know the Prophet’s mes-
sage is true, then whatever I believe by following him through taqglid will
itself become knowledge. This would be as if I knew that my doctor had
unerring medical knowledge. I could then be confident that any conflict-
ing second opinion would simply be wrong. In fact, though, mere justi-
fied faqlid can never put us in such a strong epistemic position, because it
is hard to see how I could know for certain that the authority has expert
knowledge without having such knowledge myself.

But this doesn’t mean that justified faqlid is the wrong approach.
There is a good reason that the uncompromising rationalism of figures
like Averroes, Falaquera, Abelard, and Llull was not a mainstream view
in the Middle Ages. The background assumption of their dialogues on
choosing faith is that the choice must be an outcome of rational demon-
stration. They demand proof in place of authority. But that demand may
itself be unreasonable. Sometimes we have to make do with authority
and be satisfied with justified belief rather than knowledge. Our own
limitations in talent and time may make it impossible for us to establish
all the truths we need on our own. Or the truths we believe may not be
susceptible of proof at all. That could be the case with something as re-
condite and mysterious as the doctrine of the Trinity or something as
banal as past events we did not witness and can access only through the
testimony of others. It’s unrealistic always to insist on ijtihad, and often
taqlid will be the right approach. But when we resort to tag/id we should
do so in the way recommended by al-Ghazalt: still think for ourselves,
by thinking about which authority is worth believing.



CHAPTER 4

Using the Pagans

Reason in Interreligious Debate

Here’s an unusual reason to believe in Christianity: it uses a large num-
ber of languages. Its two Abrahamic rivals, Judaism and Islam, have
scriptures in only one language, respectively, Hebrew and Arabic. And
a single linguistic community could conceivably cooperate to fabricate
a false religion. But how could the Christian Gospels, whose texts exist
in numerous Semitic, European, and African languages, be the prod-
uct of a conspiracy? This many tongues can’t lie, at least not if they are
all saying the same thing. Or so goes the argument of a Christian con-
vert from Islam named Enbaqom (d. ca. 1561). It appears in his book
Angasa Amin, or The Door of Faith, which he wrote in 1540, decades
after moving to Ethiopia and becoming a monk.' The treatise draws on
Enbaqom’s knowledge of his former faith, as he points to passages in the
Quran that are contradictory or support Christian belief. And the argu-
ment about languages may also reflect Enbaqom’s life experience. He
produced translations from Arabic into the Ethiopic language Ge'ez. It
might have been Enbaqom who translated his own Door of Faith from
an original Arabic version in fact. And he also knew Coptic and Portu-
guese, as well as a bit of Latin and Armenian.

Enbagom was, in short, a one-man representation of the linguistic
and geographic diversity of premodern Christianity. Christian literature
and intellectual endeavor existed in virtually every language of the Near
East and in realms that fell under both Christian and Islamic political
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dominion. This is an important fact for the history of philosophy, in part
because Near Eastern Christians were avid transmitters and consum-
ers of pagan philosophy. It was they who mostly translated Aristotle and
other Greek thinkers into Syriac and then Arabic, for one thing. Once
we appreciate their contributions, we will give up on the simplistic idea
that medieval philosophy was divided into religiously homogeneous
geographic spaces. To the contrary, Christians, Jews, and Muslims lived
side by side and debated one another, whether in Islamic lands like Iraq,
Christian lands like Ethiopia, or places that changed hands, like Antioch.

Enbaqom makes the point about linguistic diversity concerning the
books of the New Testament, but it also holds for philosophy. Consider
a work like The Life of Secundus, which tells of how a philosopher takes
a vow of silence after inadvertently driving his own mother to suicide
and then writes down a list of wise sayings for a king.? It was originally
written in Greek, but there were versions in Syriac, Latin, Armenian,
Arabic, and, on the basis of the Arabic, Ge'ez, as well as various Euro-
pean vernacular languages. Or take a more familiar name from Greek
philosophy, Aristotle. His works were translated into Latin and Arabic of
course and commented on in both languages. But there were also trans-
lations and exegetical treatments of Aristotle in Syriac, Armenian, and
Georgian. Wherever you could find Christians, there were intellectuals
who wanted to learn about Aristotelian philosophy, especially his logic,
often for the sake of using Aristotle in theological contexts.

This is the story I want to tell, at least partially, in this chapter: the
way that pagan philosophy was pressed into the service of interreligious
debate, especially between Christians and Muslims in the Near East. The
texts I'll discuss are different in kind from those considered in chap-
ter 3. We saw there how fictional narrative frames were used as a setting
for rational consideration of the three Abrahamic faiths, with philosophy
itself sometimes thrown in as an additional option. In theory at least,
Hallevi, Falaquera, Abelard, and Llull were impartially judging the rival
claims of all these belief systems. The works I’ll consider now are much
more polemical and, it must be said, for the most part less overtly philo-
sophical. Yet they do employ the tools, or perhaps we should say “weap-
ons,” of pagan philosophy, especially Aristotelianism.

Exploring this phenomenon provides another perspective on the
central theme of this book, medieval approaches to authority. It might,
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after all, seem rather strange to appeal to pagan authorities in the context
of a controversy between Christianity and Islam. We might even suspect
that originally pagan material was used in Abrahamic interreligious de-
bates more or less unwittingly, simply because it had pervaded the intel-
lectual culture of the times. When kids today learn about the Cartesian
coordinate system in geometry class, they don’t consciously think about
Descartes as an authority figure. Likewise, at least the basics of Aristo-
telian logic were drummed into the young men, and very occasionally
young women, of the medieval scholarly elite. This was an inheritance
from the late antique teaching curriculum, which was passed on with
some modifications to all three medieval cultures. Thus referring to, say,
genera and species, or universals and particulars, in the context of a dis-
pute over the Trinity needn’t have involved any conscious invocation of
Aristotle at all, never mind an appeal to his authority.

Still, there is plenty of evidence that Christian theologians thought
carefully about the status of pagan ideas and explicitly sought to justify
their use. In the Greek Christian tradition this is well illustrated by the
Cappadocian fathers Basil of Caesarea (d. 379), Gregory of Nazianzus
(d. ca. 390), and Gregory of Nyssa (d. ca. 395). In chapter 5 I touch on
a dialogue written by the latter Gregory, in which he models a dialogue
between himself and his sister Macrina on Plato’s Phaedo. His brother
Basil of Caesarea tackled the question of pagan wisdom even more di-
rectly in his influential work, 7o the Youth on How to Make Use of Hel-
lenic Literature.®> As the title intimates, it is aimed at those who were
made to engage in the study of pagan works. Basil explains why Chris-
tian youngsters should be motivated to read such works carefully, using
a series of famous analogies for this purpose. Pagan texts are like leaves
sheltering the fruit of Christian wisdom; the young student is like an ath-
lete in training preparing for the competition of living virtuously. And
most famously, the Christian should imitate bees, taking a selective ap-
proach to the intellectual nectar to be found in pagan writings.

It is exactly on the model of bees that we should partake of this litera-
ture (Adyor). For they do not come to all the flowers indiscriminately
(mapamincing), nor do they try to carry away whatever they happen
upon, rather they take only what is servicable for their work, and
leave the rest alone. So do we, if we are wise, gather for ourselves
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whatever is appropriate for us (oikeiov Mpiv) and akin to the truth,
passing over whatever is left.*

Basil thinks that the pagans are especially useful for orientation in ethical
matters. He cites such paragons as Pythagoras and Socrates for their out-
standing virtue. If we are on our guard, we can emulate these figures
without being corrupted by false pagan teachings about the gods. This
analogy would be repeated by another theologian who was himself a
model for other Christians when it came to the use of pagan philosophy
in defending and expounding religious belief: John of Damascus (d. 749).°

He is often considered a “Byzantine” figure, even though he in fact
lived in cities that belonged to the Umayyad empire; as his name indi-
cates he hailed originally from Damascus, and he lived in Palestine. It’s
in the prologue to his work The Philosophical Chapters, the first of three
parts in his massive Fountain of Knowledge, that he compares himself
to a bee. His role is simply to select and present useful texts by other
authors for the edification of his readers. Often these other authors are
among those he calls the “outside” philosophers, that is, those not of the
Christian faith. While he does at times contrast these “outside” thinkers
to church fathers, for the most part he is content to present his audience
with their system of logic and views on such matters as the soul and its
immortality. This prepares the way for the rest of the Fountain of Knowl-
edge, which puts the pagan ideas to work while explaining the subtleties
of “orthodox” belief concerning such matters as the Trinity and Incarna-
tion. The final section of the treatise deals with various heresies. Its cul-
minating chapter is an early example of Christian polemic against Islam,
which is for John a “harbinger of the Antichrist.”

In a kind of backhanded compliment to the Christians’ use of phi-
losophy, refutations of their faith written by Muslims and Jews also de-
ploy terminology and concepts that can be traced to Aristotle, a case
of, if you will, fighting Greek fire with Greek fire. We can find this al-
ready in Abii Tsa al-Warraq (d. 861), who worked around the middle of
the ninth century, even as Greek philosophy was in the process of being
translated into Arabic. Abl ‘Ts@’s religious affiliations are actually rather
unclear. He has been seen as everything from an early Shi‘ite Muslim to
a Manichean dualist, and his editor and translator, David Thomas, con-
cludes that he was perhaps more an unaffiliated monotheist.® One thing
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that Abii ‘Isa certainly was not is a Christian. He polemicizes in great de-
tail against the doctrines of this religion, showing a solid understanding
of the differences between the various Christian confessions and aiming
separate refutations at the so-called Nestorians, Jacobites, and Melkites.
The result is a kind of guidebook for refuting Christianity, which offers
advice on how to respond to likely lines of defense and warns the reader
about the tricks to which Christian opponents may resort.” Aba ‘Tsa is
keen that his own refutation be seen to rise above such tactics. He em-
phasizes the methodical and complete nature of his own project, even as
he accuses Christians of taking positions that defy reason (‘ag/) and em-
ploying verbal expressions that have no meaning (lafz without ma 'na).

A good example of Abu Tsa’s procedure is his attack on the Chris-
tian idea that the Persons of the Trinity are three “hypostases” in a single
divine “substance.”

Why are His hypostases differentiated so that one is Father, the other
Son, and the third Spirit, although the substance, according to you, is
one in its substantiality, eternal and undifferentiated in itself, and not
composed of various genera? If they claim that the hypostases are
actually differentiated as individuals, say: why make them differen-
tiated as individuals rather than making them agree as individuals,
since according to you they agree in substantiality, and then there is
no cause that differentiates between them?®

Note here the use of logical terminology, like “genera” (ajnas), which is
typical of Abii ‘Tsa. He elsewhere asks whether the Persons are accidents
(a'rdad) and mocks the Christians for saying that the Persons are one in
substance, genus, species, or attribute but not one in number.’ Similarly,
his attack on the Incarnation offers reflections on the problem of univer-
sals, as when he asks whether the divine nature united to the universal
nature of humanity or only one individual and then draws out absurd
consequences from both options.'” All this terminology will be familiar
to readers of Aristotle or even the introduction (Isagoge) that Porphyry
wrote for Aristotelian logic, which by the way was another text that was
translated and commented on in many languages of the Near East. There
is even a surviving commentary in Armenian by the splendidly named
David the Invincible (sixth century)."
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But it is not only Abai ‘Isa’s pervasive use of philosophical language
that is interesting; it is also the philosophical nature of the refutation
itself. Consider again the argument about differentiation just cited. The
point is that if there are three Persons that have something in common—
here “substantiality” (jawhariyya)—there must also be some principle
that differentiates them. This is just a theological application of the prob-
lem of individuation, which occupied the attention of so many subse-
quent medieval thinkers. And in fact Abii ‘Isa’s argument is startlingly
similar to one mounted by the much later, and much more famous, Mus-
lim philosopher Avicenna. In his metaphysical works, he argues that as a
Necessary Existent, God must be absolutely “one.” There cannot be more
than one Necessary Existent, nor can a Necessary Existent have inter-
nal parts or differentiation. Why not? Because, as Abi ‘Isa had already
pointed out a few centuries earlier in this anti-Christian polemic, some
cause would be needed to explain the distinction between the different
instances or aspects of necessary existence. But it belongs to the very
meaning of “necessarily existent” that such an existent has no cause.!?

This example shows how permeable was the membrane between fal-
safa and kalam. Avicenna, the most important faylasiif of them all, was
not above borrowing arguments and concepts from kalam sources (though
presumably not directly from Abii ‘Tsa himself)."* To which we might fur-
ther add that Abil ‘Tsa was, in his own way, a rationalist. He thought that
religious beliefs should be not merely internally consistent but also based
on convincing evidence or argumentation. We can see this in a passage
where he complains about the Christian belief that God was incarnated,
and only once. How do we know it happened only that one time and will
never happen again? This is something, he says, that the Christians accept
only on the basis of “report (khabar),” not “proof (hujja).”™*

If you wanted to name another text from around the time of Abii ‘Tsa
that is reminiscent of his treatise against the Christians, you could do
worse than to choose a far briefer work by his contemporary al-Kindf,
the earliest of the falasifa. He too wrote a refutation of the doctrine of
the Trinity, which is only a page or two long. Actually there is a his-
torical coincidence here, as well as coinciding concerns. The polemic
of Abii ‘Tsa and this little work by al-KindT are preserved today because
of the Christian philosopher Yahya Ibn ‘Adt (d. 974), who quoted both
authors for the sake of refuting them.”” But as a leading figure in the
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Greek-Arabic translation movement, al-KindT is unsurprisingly more
explicit—and perhaps more conscious—than Abii Tsa had been that
Hellenic philosophy is the basis of his refutation. He refers by name to
Aristotle’s Topics and Porphyry’s logical Introduction. His rationale for
using the latter source, which comes at the end of his argument, is worth
quoting in full.

Those are among the things which refute the Christians’ statement
that the three are everlasting [Persons], even if the falsehood of this
is clear in many [other] ways. We wished, however, to refute it by
using [Porphyry’s] Introduction because it is the book with which
youths and students begin, in order that this [refutation] can be easily
understood even by someone with very little theoretical skill and
paltry learning. Moreover, this book we have used in our proof can
be found in just about every one of their [the Christians’] homes. So
perhaps this will increase their doubts and help them to awake them
from their slumber.'s

It would be hard to find a more direct confirmation of our sense that Ar-
istotelian logical works were common intellectual property, a legacy that
was passed on to both Christians and Muslims in the Near East. And
note that al-KindT also confirms the use of pagan writings in the train-
ing of young men. That, at least, has not changed since the time of Basil
of Caesarea.

But what does he mean by saying that Porphyry’s Introduction was
his main tool in refuting the Trinity? Nothing very subtle. His argu-
ment simply goes through the five predicables recognized by Porphyry
on the basis of Aristotle’s Topics, namely, genera, species, specific dif-
ferences, common accidents, and properties, as well as the notion of an
“individual,” and asks under which of these six headings the trinitarian
Persons might fall. He rules out each possibility and concludes that there
is no way to speak of divine Persons at all. Mirroring the reasoning of
Abi Tsa, al-KindT’s primary rationale is that if God were subject to a
Porphyrian predicable, then he would be “composite,” and then he would
have some cause for his composition. For instance, the Persons cannot
be “properties” while agreeing in being “substance” (again, the term is
Jjawhar), for the following reason:
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By “Persons” they mean “individuals,” and by “single substance”
they mean that each one of them exists through a property of its
own. Therefore the trait of substance (ma ‘na I-jawhar) exists in
each Person, and the Persons agree in this, and each one of them
has an everlasting property through which it is differentiated from
both of its companions [the other two Persons]. It is thereby neces-
sary that each of them is composed from substance, which is com-
mon to [all of] them, and from its own property (khassa), which is
proper to it [alone]. But everything composed is caused, and every-
thing caused is not eternal. Therefore the Father is not eternal, nor is
the Son eternal, nor is the Holy Spirit eternal.

But Ibn ‘Adt was himself no slouch when it comes to Aristotelian logic.
He wrote numerous treatises on the subject (in fact, he was sometimes
referred to by other authors as “the logician”). So he was able to rise to
the defense of the trinitarian doctrine, affirming that the Persons are in-
deed “properties,” in a sense. He denied that this would imply their being
accidents of the divine substance. He also denied that the Persons enter
into “composition” with the substance, or with one another, at least in
the sense of undergoing a temporal process by which multiple things
are brought together (al-hadith min al-tarkib). There is indeed causa-
tion within the Trinity, since the Father begets the Son, and begetting is
a kind of causation. But the causation in question is eternal and does not
imply that the cause precedes the effect. This is nothing strange, since we
are familiar with other examples in which the effect occurs simultane-
ously with the cause, like a light and the illumination it provides.

This response to al-Kindf was not the only time that Ibn ‘Adf used
his philosophical training to expound Christian doctrine. He wrote sev-
eral works on the Trinity and Incarnation, in which he makes moves like
comparing the three divine Persons to the Aristotelian doctrine that God
is the subject, object, and activity of his own intellectual thinking."” But
Ibn ‘Ad1’s main strategy for explaining the Trinity is to identify the Per-
sons with “attributes (sifa?)” or “traits (ma ani)” that all belong to God,
without rendering his essence (mahiyya) multiple.

The Christians say that God is three insofar as he is benevolent, wise,
and powerful. Thus there is in him the trait (ma ‘na) of benevolence,
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the trait of wisdom, and the trait of power. Each of these traits is dis-
tinct from the others, and the statement indicating his quiddity is
combined from these three traits, so that [one] substance is said to
be generous, wise, and powerful.'®

And in another treatise called On Unity:

The attributes (sifar) that exist in the Creator, great and exalted, as
witnessed by his effects made manifest in the things he has cre-
ated—and which [the created things] require to exist as they do,
while not needing any others—are these three we have mentioned,
namely benevolence, wisdom, and power."

This sort of maneuver was already known to Abii ‘Tsa al-Warraq, writ-
ing a few generations earlier. He presented an argument given by some
Christians, which goes as follows. Things are divided into substances
and accidents, and God must be a substance since this is better than
being an accident. By similar reasoning God must be living, since this is
better than not living, speaking, which is better than not speaking, and
generating, which is better than not generating. Thus God is “a substance
that is alive, speaking, and generating (jawhar hayy natiq walid), one in
His substance and three through life, speech, and generation.”*

Abii Tsa raises various objections to the argument, among which
is the problem that the same rationale could be used to establish that
God is wise too, and also knowing. Why not say, then, that there are a
fourth and fifth “property” (khdssa), and hence Person, in this divine
substance??! Not a bad point, especially when you consider the follow-
ing two observations. First, in Latin Christendom and about two cen-
turies later, Anselm of Canterbury (d. 1109) would be developing his
famous “perfect being theology” in the Proslogion, by arguing that
any number of attributes must belong to God if he is “that than which
nothing greater can be conceived.” The most famous part of this the-
ology, his “ontological argument,” is only the first application of the
reasoning, in which God is said to have the perfection of existence, or
necessary existence. But Anselm goes on to spin out a whole range of
divine attributes, like goodness, power, and incorporeality, on the basis
that the possession of these attributes is better than their lack. So this
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sort of argument doesn’t seem a good way to establish three, and only
three, Persons.

Second, it is rather embarrassing from the Christian point of view
that when Yahya Ibn ‘AdT later presented his own version of the doctrine,
he selected a different selection of “attributes,” namely, goodness, wis-
dom, and power, with one of these, “wisdom (kikma),” being Abii ‘Tsa’s
candidate for a fourth “Person.” Doesn’t this show that any putative list
of attributes used to generate a Trinity is being selected ad hoc to yield
the requisite number? To his credit, Yahya Ibn ‘Ad1 was alive to the prob-
lem. Right after the passage cited above from his On Unity, he goes on to
insist that the attributes are neither more than three nor fewer, since the
only features of God we can derive on the basis of his having created the
universe are the three named. His version of the case for the Trinity is
arguably stronger than that of the Christian opponent presented by Abt
Tsa, because he does not derive the attributes simply from the idea of
perfection. There are, after all, any number of attributes we might con-
sider to make a thing more perfect, as we can see from Anselm’s discus-
sion. Rather we know about the divine attributes solely from observing
God’s effects. And the fact that God created a well-designed world li-
censes only the inferences that he is good, wise, and powerful.

A remarkably similar line of thought can be found in a contempo-
rary of Ibn ‘Adr’s, the Jewish philosopher Saadia Gaon. As we saw in
chapter 2, his Book of Doctrines and Beliefs sets out an epistemology
of what I called empirically based rational investigation. Using this ap-
proach, we can know God only indirectly, arriving at an understanding
of his existence and nature only on the basis of his having created the
universe. We can also avail ourselves of the additional resource of reve-
lation. Turning to the Bible, we find the prophets informing us that God
is “one, living, powerful, knowing, with nothing else like him.”*? This is
confirmed by the deliverances of reason, as Saadia goes on to argue in
detail. Particularly interesting is his explanation of the three attributes
life, power, and knowledge.

I say that [ have found through inquiry (min tariq al-nazar) ways to
show that God is living, powerful, and knowing. Namely, we found
that he created things, and it is innately obvious to our reason that
no one can make without being powerful, and no one is powerful
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without being alive. Nor can anything be made perfectly without
someone knowing beforehand how the thing made should be. So we
found by our reason that these traits evidently belong to our Maker,
all at once (wahidan). For through what he made, it is established
that he is living, powerful, and knowledge, as has been made clear,
and reason is unable to arrive at any of these traits before the others.
It arrives at them in one fell swoop (duf atan).

In fact, Saadia goes on to explain, it is only the limitation of human lan-
guage that compels us to speak of God as having three distinct features.
Instead, we simply grasp him as a Creator and the three attributes in
question are an attempt to express in words what this single idea means
in our “reason” or “mind” (‘ag/).

Which brings us to the Christians. In the following chapter, Saa-
dia provides what today’s philosophers would call an error theory. That
is, he explains how the Christians came falsely to believe that God is a
Trinity. Not all Christians, mind you, for the “common run (‘awamm)”
of these believers really just think of God as a body, so they are far from
understanding that he is simple. The “select (khawdass)” among them,
though, understand that God is incorporeal and ascribe to him the three
traits just mentioned on exactly the same grounds Saadia has presented.
This is their reason for saying that God is a Trinity. Note how Saadia
here echoes the epistemic elitism of falsafa and kalam. One almost has
the sense that Saadia feels a kind of solidarity with his more sophisti-
cated colleagues among the Christian intellectual class, who share with
him (and with contemporary Muslim theologians) the understanding that
God is immaterial. But sophisticated or not, these Christians fail to grasp
that the three “traits are a single attribute (sifa); it’s just that language
cannot put them into words all at once, as the mind can do in knowing.”*
The better Christians also failed to realize that, in ascribing three distinct
traits to God, they wound up making him a composite substance, which
commits them to the implication that God is a body after all, as supposed
by the Christian masses.

And this, of course, is the nub of the dispute. If we think of the three
divine Persons as representing different traits or attributes of God, is
this multiplicity of attributes compatible with a single, incorporeal di-
vine substance? Ibn ‘Ad1’s position was that ascribing three “properties”
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to God would be unproblematic, precisely because threeness in property
does not imply threeness in essence or substance. This looks like a para-
digmatically Aristotelian logical distinction, so it is no surprise to see
it turn up in the thought of an expert in Aristotelian logic like Ibn ‘AdI.
But it appears in the works of other Near Eastern Christian authors too,
who are not normally thought of as philosophers at all. We can see this
by going back to the time of Abu ‘Isa or even slightly earlier. The Jaco-
bite Christian Abii R@'ita (d. ca. 835), from Takrit, wrote several works
expounding Christian doctrine.?*

God, says Abl R#@’ita, is not one in genus or species, since if God
were a genus he would have multiple species, and if he were a species
he would have many individual members (which, by the way, is exactly
the rationale used by al-KindT to argue that the supposed Persons of the
Christian Trinity cannot be genera or species). Instead, for Abii Ra'ita,
God has several “properties” but is one in substance (jawhar) while being
transcendent as a “spiritual and incorporeal” (rizhani ghayr jismani) en-
tity.”® The advantage of thinking about the Persons as “properties” is that
two properties can belong to the same substance while being themselves
distinct. Thus the Father can be distinct from the Son because begetting
is not the same as being begotten, even though the Father and the Son
share the same essence.?® This, says Abi R@'ita, is like the way that two
humans might also be the same in their essence, namely, humanity, even
though one is the father of the other. A dangerous comparison, since he
of course needs to avoid saying that the divine Persons are distinct in the
way that two human individuals would be. The crucial difference is that
human individuals are distinguished in time and place, whereas God has
no before and after and no place because of his “spiritual” nature.?’

As accounts of the Trinity go, this one is remarkably rationalist. The
relation between the Persons can be understood adequately using the
same kind of logical concepts we apply to created things. We just need
to correct for God’s being outside of time and space. One may suspect
that the dialectical context, in which Abu R@’ita is living among Mus-
lims and trying to justify his beliefs in a dispute with them, has pushed
him to accept such a rationalist account. In partial confirmation of this
suspicion, we may consider the following passage. Abli R@’ita imagines
his Muslim opponents demanding that he admit the oneness of God and
then responds:
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As for your claim that the proof (4ujja) is in your hands, and that cor-
rectness and truth lies in what you say: insofar as we testify to you
that God is one, along with all his other attributes, the people of truth
must not refute what is correct, nor fight against it, whichever hand it
may be in. . .. It is incumbent upon us to investigate this [the claim
that God is a Trinity] thoroughly and consider it properly, not being
led by partiality away from the open path. If what we have men-
tioned on the topic of the Trinity is true, let it be accepted. If things
are otherwise, and our view is found to be false, then let the wind
take it; no one is compelled to accept it.

Abii Ra’ita here shows himself willing to accept the outcome of rational
disputation between Christianity and Islam, confident of course that his
faith will prevail so long as the issues are considered fairly.

Of course, one might take this to be a mere rhetorical posture. But
rhetoric matters. Such appeals to proof and rationally acceptable argu-
mentation provide a context for the use of originally pagan methods
and concepts. As we saw most explicitly in al-KindT and his use of Por-
phyry’s Introduction, the canons of Aristotelian logic could provide a
kind of neutral ground on which representatives of rival faiths might sort
out their differences. The result was a polemical literature that featured
genuine argumentation rather than mutual abuse. On the Christian side,
this seems to be more true of interreligious disputations written within
the Islamic world. Unsurprisingly, such works show better understand-
ing of Islam and are also more polite about Muslims, compared to po-
lemics written within the Byzantine empire.?® Around the time that Aba
Tsa al-Warraq and al-Kind1 were refuting Christianity, Niketas of Byz-
antium (ninth century) wrote a refutation of Islam at the behest of the
Byzantine emperor Michael I11. In the words of the historian Hugh God-
dard, this text presents the Prophet Muhammad as “an impudent impos-
tor,” whose religion is “fundamentally idolatry. Despite the claim that it
led the Arabs to worship God, in fact it led them to worship Satan; its so-
called revelation comes from the Devil, and those who hear it are led to
worship the Devil.”?

Philosophers in Byzantium found it sufficient to aim invective,
rather than rational arguments, against Islam. The Aristotelian commen-
tator Eustratius (d. ca. 1120) paused while commenting on the sixth book
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of the Nicomachean Ethics to rail against Islam.*® This digression was
brought on by Aristotle’s mention of the soul’s faculties, each of which
may develop good dispositions leading to virtuous action. Eustratius
takes this chance to rail against the Prophet for his licentiousness and
adultery. Muhammad, he claims, lived a life dominated by the pleasures
of sensation and imagination, “and therefore is far from God. Therefore,
how can someone who is far from Him and is the cause of such a decep-
tion for his followers be a prophet sent by God?”! As Michele Trizio has
shown in a paper on this digression, the reduction of Islam’s meaning to
sexual depravity and enthrallment to lower, “irrational” desires carries
on the sort of polemic used by Niketas of Byzantium. Niketas likewise
presented the contrast between Islam and Christianity in moral terms:
“Our faith promises the opposite of yours: the latter promises intemper-
ance, the first temperance; yours promises gluttony, ours self-control;
yours promises concupiscence, ours liberality; it is evident that your re-
ligion is harmful and not appropriate to God, for it renders its followers
more similar to the irrational animals.”*

Of course, it’s not as if disputation in the Islamic world was always
marked by ecumenical restraint. John of Damascus was hardly gentle
in his account of the Islamic “heresy.” On the Muslim side, the liter-
ary stylist and theologian al-Jahiz (d. 869) wondered at the fact that the
Greek Christians, despite being “a people of religious philosophers, phy-
sicians, astronomers, diplomats, arithmeticians, secretaries and masters
of every discipline, could say that a man who . .. ate, drank, urinated,
excreted, suffered hunger and thirst, dressed and undressed, gained and
lost weight, who later, as they assume, was crucified and killed, is Lord
and Creator.”* In fact Muslims often attributed to Christianity a decline
in Greek scholarship. Al-Jahiz himself pointed to the fact that the Byz-
antines fell well short of the standard set by figures like Plato, Aristotle,
and Euclid. More generally, the great Greek-Arabic translation move-
ment sponsored by the ‘Abbasids can be seen as a conscious attempt
to present Islamic, and not Greek Christian, culture as the true heir of
Hellenic science.’* Occasionally Christians conceded that the Muslims
might have a point. The Byzantine philosopher John Italos (d. 1082) com-
plained that the “Assyrians” were outdoing the Greeks in science, and
the great thirteenth-century Syriac scholar Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286) la-
mented, “We, from whom [the Muslims] have acquired wisdom through
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translators, all of whom were Syrians, find ourselves compelled to ask
for wisdom from them.” He himself exemplified this state of affairs,
since his own writings drew extensively on Avicenna and other Muslim
philosophers and theologians.

This mention of Syriac and the translation movement brings us to
what is surely the most spectacular example of interreligious polemic
from the medieval Near East. It is a dialogue written in Syriac, which
describes a confrontation between no less than a patriarch of the East
Syrian church and the caliph himself.* As if that weren’t good enough,
this patriarch translated a work of Aristotle, the aforementioned Topics,
supposedly at the behest of the caliph whom he debated. The protago-
nists are the patriarch Timothy I (d. 823) and the ‘Abbasid ruler al-Mahdi.
It is Timothy who reports what transpired between the two, giving us a
fairly evenhanded and respectful account of a debate between them held
over the course of two days while of course making it clear that Chris-
tianity has the better case and can respond effectively to the objections
put by the caliph. Timothy may have been asked to translate Aristotle’s
Topics because its exploration of dialectic might provide useful tools for,
as Dimitri Gutas puts it, “the exigencies of inter-faith discourse.”*® This
sounds plausible, and it gets confirmation of a kind from a story told
by Timothy himself, in which he was approached at the caliphal court
by a Muslim theologian with expertise on Aristotelian philosophy who
wanted to discuss Christian belief with him.’

Yet it must be said that the debate between Timothy and al-Mahd is
not marked by explicit reference to Aristotelian argumentative fopoi, or
such ideas as “commonly accepted opinions (endoxa),” an idea from the
Topics whose Arabic reception I discussed in chapter 1. The text is how-
ever “dialectical” in the looser sense that both interlocutors try to gain
an advantage by appealing to the commitments of the other. Particularly
striking is the way that the patriarch and the caliph try to justify their re-
ligious traditions by appealing to each other’s scriptural texts. According
to al-Mahdf, the Bible predicts the prophecy of Muhammad, while Timo-
thy points out that in the Quran God speaks of himself in the first person
plural, a hint at the truth of the trinitarian doctrine.*® When the caliph re-
sponds that this is just the use of the “royal we,” Timothy cleverly turns
the tables by saying that a ruler like al-Mahdt refers to himself as “we”
precisely because he represents a plurality, namely, those over whom he
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rules. But there is a difference from the case of God, for the caliph is made
up of a soul and a body, which is further constituted from the four Aristo-
telian elements, whereas God is incorporeal and not composed.

Earlier in the record of the debate, Timothy used metaphors to ex-
plain how it is that God can be incorporeal yet also a Trinity. He gives
other examples in which three items form a unity: the soul, its thought,
and uttered speech; the sun, its light, and its warmth; an apple, its scent,
and its taste.* At least one, and possibly two, of these analogies go back
to the Aristotelian logical texts Timothy knew so well. The “trinity” of
soul, thought, and speech is presumably inspired by the famous passage
at the start of Aristotle’s On Interpretation (16a3-7), which teaches that
uttered words represent “affections of the soul (mafnpota tig yoyig).”
As for the apple, I suspect that this may be related to an example that be-
came standard in Aristotelian commentaries, of an accident that is gen-
erated from a substance.** This might well be compared to the way that
the soul generates thoughts or the Father begets the Son.

Admittedly, if this was Timothy’s inspiration, it is awkward that the
commentators point out the possibility that an apple’s scent can linger in
the absence of the apple, which obviously should not have a parallel in
the case of the Trinity. Later on in the dispute, the caliph even raises an
objection, in what Timothy calls a “philosophical manner,” as to whether
there can be separation between the trinitarian Persons like between
parts of the body.*! Timothy insists that this is impossible: precisely be-
cause God is immaterial, the Persons can be in one another while also
not being “mixed.” Again, this is like the interrelation of sun, light, and
warmth; apple, taste, and scent; and soul, thought, and word. When Timo-
thy is challenged by al-Mahd for using physical examples to illustrate an
immaterial plurality-in-unity, he responds that we cannot do otherwise,
given the limitations of our language and understanding.** This is a larger
concession than what we found in Saadia, who thought that human rea-
son can indeed grasp God, albeit indirectly as creator of this world, and
that it is language alone that falls short in trying to express this.

Timothy’s coreligionists seem to have agreed with him on this point.
The sun does a pretty good job of being like God in that it is omnipresent
as an analogy in Christian literature of the Near East. Timothy’s contem-
porary Abli Ra’ita uses it and also apologizes for having to use imper-
fect comparisons that draw parallels between God and created things.
And, coming full circle by returning to sixteenth-century Ethiopia, it
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also appears much later in the Christian polemicist with whom I began,
Enbagom. He also deploys other strategies already pioneered in the early
phase of Christian-Muslim debate, for example, using the Quran against
its adherents. Both he and Patriarch Timothy seize upon the mysteri-
ous, individual letters that begin some chapters of the Quran and argue
that these obscurely testify to Christian belief: Timothy, for the straight-
forward reason that three such letters could represent the Trinity; En-
baqom, on the more elaborate grounds that numerology can be used to
extract the name of Christ from them.®

For our purposes, another group of witnesses invoked by Enbagom
is more significant: the pagan philosophers. In a remarkable passage, al-
beit one that has precedent in the Arabic tradition, he brings forward a
series of sages including Hermes, Plato, and Aristotle who more or less
affirm the truth of Christianity.** The quotations are, of course, spurious.

The philosopher Plato said: the first cause is the benevolence moved
by pity for all things; the second cause is the idea that is creative of
all things; and the third cause is the spirit that makes that life which
is the life of all things.

Enbaqom sees here an endorsement, or at least intuition, of the Trinity.
But it seems also to be a reminiscence of Neoplatonism, if not Platonism,
and is in fact comparable to a sentiment put into the mouth of Socrates by
the aforementioned early Muslim philosopher al-Kindt.

He used to say: Nature is the handmaiden for the soul, soul is the
handmaiden for the intellect, and the intellect that of the Creator
(mubdi), because the first thing created by the Creator was the form
of the intellect.®

This sort of thing is far from uncommon in Arabic literature. There are
entire compilations of supposed quotations, or “wisdom literature,” that
foist Neoplatonic ideas on a wide range of ancient philosophers, with
Socrates and Plato often figuring centrally.*¢

But it is particularly intriguing to see this practice used in support
of Christian theological dogma. This may not seem much like the use
of Aristotelian logic to argue for or against the cogency of that same
dogma. But in fact the two strategies have something in common. To
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suggest that a pagan like Plato already intuited the trinitarian structure
of the divine, as we just saw Enbaqom doing, was both to borrow his
eminent standing as a thinker for the Christian cause and to suggest that
human reason is actually led naturally to this truth rather than recoiling
from it as the Muslim polemicists argued. This does not render revela-
tion superfluous, of course. But it offers testimony independent of reve-
lation, a kind of confirmation that could impress those who are not (yet)
adherents of the revelation and increase the confidence of those who are.
Likewise with the frequent use of Aristotelian logic, whose tools were
used to establish at least the rational acceptability, if not inevitability, of
one or another Abrahamic faith.

The difference, of course, is that Aristotle’s logic was used to mount
arguments that were meant to be convincing to any fair-minded hearer.
Simply quoting Plato or Hermes, by contrast, is not to give an argument.
Rather, it is an invitation to engage in faqlid, to believe in the Trinity
because a great authority already did so (more or less). The fact that
in this case, the great authorities in question are pagans was actually
very useful. If you are trying to score points against Muslims, it’s better
to cite famous pagans than famous fathers of the church. As a cultural
legacy available to members of all three Abrahamic faiths, pagan phi-
losophy was thus useful, even if, as John of Damascus and Basil warned,
it needed to be used selectively and judiciously. And it was useful in a
variety of ways, enlisted both in contexts where an appeal to authority
was seen as sufficient and in contexts where the standards were higher,
and proof was demanded. Those higher standards would apply when the
audience or opponents were intellectuals on the other side, like the rela-
tively sophisticated Christians mentioned by Saadia or the Aristotelian
theologian who confronted Timothy at the caliphal court.

I can’t resist adding a final thought concerning the cultural context
where I began and ended: Ethiopia. If you have ever heard of a philo-
sophical work from Ethiopia, it will probably be a pair of treatises com-
posed in the seventeenth century. These treatises were written by Zera
Yacob and his student Walda Heywat, in Ge’ez, the same language used
by Enbaqom. If, that is, these documents are authentic. There is an on-
going debate about them, since they may be forgeries produced by Giusto
d’Urbino, the scholar who announced their “discovery” in the nine-
teenth century.”’” This controversy, unsurprisingly, turns on numerous
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philological and technical issues, but one main reason for suspicion is
that the ideas put forward by Yacob and Heywat seem remarkably “mod-
ern.” In particular, they strongly endorse a critical attitude toward reli-
gion. One should not adopt a faith simply because it is that of the family
into which one is born but rather withhold belief until one has proof.
Heywat makes this point as follows:

Do not say in your heart: we stand firm in our faith which cannot be
false, but hold on to this: men lie in matters of faith, because in no
way do they agree and they do not demonstrate to us what we should
believe. . . . Which one of these faiths is the true one that we should
believe in? Tell me if you know, because I myself do not know. That
I may not be misled in my faith, I believe nothing except what God
demonstrated to me by the light of my reason.*®

This might look rather suspicious, because it seems like such an En-
lightenment or post-Enlightenment attitude. Like Descartes in his Medi-
tations, Heywat encourages us to adopt a skeptical attitude and drop it
only once skepticism is defeated. Why not then think that the author
is indeed a post-Enlightenment European, namely, d’Urbino, and not
an implausibly freethinking and innovative Christian of seventeenth-
century Ethiopia?

The answer, as you’ll already have guessed, is that this attitude would
have been far from implausible or innovative in seventeenth-century
Ethiopia. To the contrary, it is a pretty standard expression of animus
against taqglid. Al-Ghazali is as good an example of a pre-Enlightenment
thinker as you could want, and we already saw him worrying about
the “epistemic luck” of being born a Muslim instead of a Christian or
Jew. In fact, the same concern was voiced by an early Christian polemi-
cist against Islam, Theodore Abt Qurra (d. ca. 820).* And we’ve seen
other medieval authors, like Hallevi and Abelard, envisioning a rational
“choice of faiths” and followed that up by observing the use of rational
argumentation and pagan philosophy in interreligious disputation. So I
have little trouble believing that the treatises of Yacob and Heywat were
indeed written by Ethiopian philosophers a century or so after Enbaqom.

But obviously, you shouldn’t take my word for it.






CHAPTER 5

Some Pagans Are Better than Others

The Merits of Plato and Aristotle

Around the turn of the tenth century, two men from the same city
got into an argument. They were from the Persian town of Rayy, near
modern-day Tehran, for which reason they were both called al-Razi. One
of them, Abt Hatim al-Razt (d. 934), was a philosopher and devotee of
Isma‘tlism, the Shi‘ite branch of Islam that al-Ghazalf attacked for rec-
ommending thoughtless obedience to the teachings of their imams. The
other man was also a philosopher, as well as a doctor and, according
to Abt Hatim, a heretic. His name was Abu Bakr al-Raz1 (d. 925). We
know about the dispute between the two men because Abii Hatim wrote
about it." In a book devoted to refuting Abt Bakr’s supposed rejection of
prophecy, Abu Hatim began by talking about face-to-face meetings be-
tween the two where they discussed, among other things, taglid.

Few scholars would think to compare Abii Bakr al-Razi to al-
Ghazali, given that the latter is still considered a leading authority of
Islamic theology while the former has a reputation for unorthodox teach-
ings, if not the outright heresy of which Abi Hatim accused him. Yet
they have remarkably similar things to say about religious belief that is
based on taglid. Here is Abt Bakr:

The followers of the religious laws (ahl al-shara’i®) have learned
their religion (din) through faglid. They reject and forbid inquiry

(nazar) and investigation (bahth). . . . They transmit traditions in the

81



82 Don't Think for Yourself

name of their leaders, which oblige them to refrain from specula-
tion on religious matters, and declare that anyone who contradicts
the traditions they transmit must be branded an infidel (kufra). . . .
If the people of this mission (da‘wa) are asked about the proof for
the soundness of their religion, they flare up, get angry and spill the
blood of whoever confronts them with this question. They forbid in-
quiry, and strive to kill their adversaries.’

Abu Hatim presents this as if it were a general attack on Islam, or even
revealed religion in general. But I have argued elsewhere that the com-
plaint was actually directed specifically at Abii Hatim’s Isma‘Tli creed
(the word da‘wa in the passage just quoted hints at this).

In any case, it elicits a response from Abt Hatim that is, in turn, re-
markably similar to al-Ghazalr’s endorsement of what I have called jus-
tified taqlid.

We say that the people of truth and justice do not allow taglid re-
garding the principles, for example, acknowledging [God’s] oneness,
the topic of prophecy, or the affirmation of the imamate. Accepting
these on the basis of faqlid is not allowed. But, once one has affirmed
[God’s] oneness, agreed on the topic of prophecy, and affirmed the
imamate, after this, it is allowed to engage in faglid to the true, just,
knowing imam. It is not in the constitution of man to reach the fur-
thest end of knowledge, “since God is knowing above all who have
knowledge” (Qur'an 12:76). If one were to abandon taglid after ac-
knowledging these principles as indicated, and all people were obli-
gated to pursue the final end [without guidance], then they would be
obligated to do something of which they are incapable.*

Abii Hatim here anticipates the move that will later be made by al-
Ghazali, namely, that one can rationally accept one’s beliefs from a supe-
rior authority after one has verified that that authority really is reliable.
The difference is that he applies this strategy to following the imam, as
well as the Prophet. (The imams are divinely inspired figures beginning
with ‘Al1, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, and continuing through
a line of his descendants.)’ Finally Abti Hatim argues that this is not just
legitimate, but unavoidable: the limitations of human nature mean that
we cannot do without (justified) taglid.
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In fact, Abt Hatim makes another point that will later turn up in al-
Ghazali, namely, that “philosophers” too engage in taglid by thought-
lessly following their own authorities, like Aristotle. But Abli Bakr
pleads innocent to this charge. He claims that all humans are equally en-
dowed with the power of reason and should use this power to engage in
inquiry (nazar). Naturally, one may find oneself agreeing with earlier au-
thorities, and one should even study their works to learn from them. But
this should always be done in a critical spirit. The inquirer is, Abt Bakr
says, “someone making an effort”; here the Arabic is the loaded, and to
us familiar, word mujtahid.® And it must be said that Abt Bakr al-Razi
practiced what he preached. While he was certainly interested in phi-
losophy, his main occupation and preoccupation was medicine. One of
his most interesting works is a stunningly irreverent critique of the great-
est authority in medicine, the second-century AD doctor Galen. Titled
Doubts about Galen (Shukiik ‘ala Jalinus), Abtu Bakr’s work finds fault
with passages drawn from a wide range of Galenic treatises.” This de-
spite Abti Bakr’s great admiration for Galen.

Or perhaps we should say, this because of his admiration for Galen.
As he points out, Galen was hardly shy in criticizing his own predeces-
sors, and he is simply holding Galen to the same standards upon which
Galen himself insisted. These are the high standards I discussed in chap-
ter 2: if one is going to assert something in a scientific context, one had
better offer good reasons for the assertion, which should ideally rise to
the level of full “demonstration.” Galen wrote a whole book about this,
called On Demonstration, which Abtu Bakr calls “the most exalted and
most useful of books, after those sent by God.”® He was no Aristotelian,
but his devotion to Galenic medicine and especially Galen’s strict meth-
odology meant that, no less than an al-Farabt or an Averroes, he thought
intellectuals should aspire to give absolutely certain proofs.

If Abu Bakr al-Raz1 was not an Aristotelian, then what was he? On
some topics at least, he was a Platonist. He says so himself in another
part of the debate as reported by Abli Hatim al-Razi. Here the two are
in the midst of debating Abii Bakr’s theory of “absolute time,” or eter-
nity, a universal duration that is constantly elapsing independently of
bodies or motions. When Abli Hatim objects that time is known only
through the heavenly motions, Abti Bakr concedes that this is Aristotle’s
view and indeed that Aristotle went so far as to say that time is actu-
ally brought about by these motions. But Abii Bakr disagrees with this,
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instead offering his allegiance to Plato: “What Plato says is hardly dif-
ferent from what I believe concerning time, and this, according to me, is
the best thing that has been said about it.””®

As a staunch critic of taglid, of course Abu Bakr doesn’t assert his
theory simply on the basis of Plato’s authority. He has arguments for
the existence of an absolute, independent, and eternal time; for example,
time cannot be generated or created since it would have to be created at
a time, which will of course not be available if time does not yet exist.
In fact even the statement of allegiance just quoted leaves open that he
may disagree slightly with Plato, whose view is “hardly different” (/@
yakdadu yukhalifu) from his. Still, Ab@i Bakr is happy to be seen in Pla-
to’s company and to associate his own view with Plato’s rather than with
Aristotle’s.

This may come as a surprise, since philosophy in the Islamic world
usually owes far more to Aristotle than to Plato. If Abii Bakr was an ex-
ception, it is perhaps because, as already mentioned, he was really more
a doctor than a philosopher. So he came to ancient philosophy by an
unusual route, having immersed himself in the writings of Galen, who
likewise admired Plato as the greatest of philosophical authorities while
reserving the right to make up his own mind. In fact, Galen was also
the route by which Platonic texts reached Abti Bakr and other readers of
Arabic, since his paraphrases of the Platonic dialogues were translated
into that language, but the original dialogues were not.

Having said that, Abt Bakr was not the only self-styled Platonist
of the Islamic world. In the twelfth century both Suhrawardt and Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi (also from Rayy) claimed to be in some sense followers
of Plato. Fakhr al-Din actually does this in the same context of discuss-
ing time and whether or not it depends on bodies. He prefers the view
of “imam Plato” to that of “Aristotle the logician.”'® As for Suhrawardi
(d. 1191), we find him placing Plato in a pantheon of philosophical au-
thorities, whose legacy he claims to carry on with his own “illumina-
tionist” philosophy.

For what I have mentioned of the science of lights, all that is built
upon it and more besides, I have been helped by all who traveled
the path of God, the exalted. It is the “taste” [i.e., mystical insight]
of the imam and chief of wisdom, Plato, a man of strength and light.
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Likewise those who were before him, from the time of the father
of the sages, Hermes, up to [Plato’s] time, among the great sages
and pillars of wisdom like Empedocles, Pythagoras, and others. The
words of the ancients are symbolic, and there is no gainsaying them.
Though one may criticize the surface meaning (zahir) of their state-
ments, one cannot criticize the import (magqasid) of what they say,
since there is no gainsaying the symbolic."

The reasons for this twelfth-century surge in admiration for Plato remain
a topic for speculation. My guess is that these figures were thereby trying
to position themselves relative to Avicenna. At this time Avicenna had,
in the eyes of both his supporters and his detractors, effectively replaced
Aristotle as the central figure of philosophy. Yet Avicenna’s philosophy
was identified as carrying on the Aristotelian tradition; as already men-
tioned, in this later period the term “Peripatetic” effectively just meant
“Avicennan.” So it may have seemed natural for critics of Avicenna to
align themselves with Plato, a famous authority who was known to have
disagreed with Aristotle on many important issues. It’s a classic case of
“the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

At which juncture, you may be wondering, were they really known
to have disagreed? Wasn't it, to the contrary, a standard assumption be-
ginning in late antiquity that the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle were
fundamentally in harmony? And wasn’t this assumption passed on to the
Islamic world? Well, yes and no, but more no than yes. It is true that
the Neoplatonist philosophers who dominated late antique thought from
the third century on tended to think that Plato and Aristotle were in har-
mony on most if not all issues. This tendency can probably be traced to
Porphyry, the student and editor of the great Plotinus and the first Pla-
tonist to write commentaries on Aristotle.!> Beginning with him there
was a tendency to treat Aristotle as a more introductory philosopher,
whose works on logic and then natural philosophy could be used to train
students, very few of whom might go on to the study of the Platonic cor-
pus. The idea was more or less “Aristotle for undergraduates, Plato for
graduate students.” And that approach had a massive impact on the way
philosophy was conducted in all three medieval cultures. The prolifera-
tion of commentaries, paraphrases, and textbooks like Porphyry’s own
Introduction to logic meant that the philosophical literature available
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to the medievals was overwhelmingly Aristotelian in content, despite
having been written mostly by Platonists.

That’s the “yes” part. The “no” part is, first, that the Platonists did not
always insist on harmonizing the two great authorities. A notable excep-
tion to the rule was Syrianus (d. 437), who wrote a highly critical com-
mentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics dealing specifically with the parts
that rejected Plato’s teachings. And second, that other Platonists did not in
fact simply assume the harmony of Plato and Aristotle. They realized that
there were many apparent disagreements and that serious exegetical work
would be needed to show the deeper agreement. A passage often quoted
in this context comes from one of the last pagan Platonists, Simplicius
(d. 560), who is here describing the task of the commentator on Aristotle.

He must not convict the philosophers of disharmony (Stapwvic)
by looking only at the letter (AéE1g) of what [Aristotle] says against
Plato; but he must look towards the spirit (gig Tov vobv), and track
down the harmony (cuppovie) which reigns between them on the
majority of points."®

Furthermore, the harmonizer would seem to owe us an explanation of
why two such outstanding philosophers would have presented us with
the problem in the first place. Why weren’t they writing clearly enough to
make it obvious that their reasoning coincided? Much ingenuity was de-
voted to answering this question. Commentators like Simplicius excused
the difficult and compressed writing style of Aristotle as an attempt to
keep inexperienced and unqualified readers at bay, while Platonic exe-
getes like Proclus offered elaborate accounts of the allusive, literary, and
allegorical strategies of the dialogues.

Which is to say that neither Plato nor Aristotle was in fact thought
to have written in a demonstrative mode. Aristotle’s Posterior Analyt-
ics, or for some Galen’s On Demonstration (tellingly, they had the same
title in Arabic: al-Burhan), set the ideal standard for scientific discourse,
discourse suited to the high standards of knowledge already discussed.
But it was actually very useful to admit that neither Aristotle nor Plato
wrote works in that register. This opened a space for interpreting admit-
tedly difficult texts, showing how seeming discord obscures a more fun-
damental accord. We get an early glimpse of this in al-Kind1, who wrote
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two texts on the soul that juxtapose Plato’s and Aristotle’s views on this
topic as if there were no disagreement between them. In one of these,
which is just a note or perhaps a brief fragment from a longer, lost work,
al-KindT quotes remarks on the soul from Plato and Aristotle, then goes
on to show that when understood properly these can be shown to agree
with one another and with what both philosophers say elsewhere.* Al-
KindT’s devotion to the harmony thesis is shown even by the translations
produced in his circle, for instance, in their Arabic version of the works
of the Neoplatonist Plotinus. It “translates” a passage in which Plotinus
refutes Aristotle’s definition of soul in such a way as to turn it into a
warning against a possible misreading of that definition, on which Aris-
totle’s theory would be incompatible with Platonism.!

But in the Islamic world, the most famous attempt to establish the
harmony of the opinions of these two philosophers is a text called On
the Harmony of the Opinions of the Two Philosophers.'® Tt is ascribed
to al-Farabi, though doubts have been raised about this, partially on the
grounds that the real al-Farab1 was in fact happy to admit disagreements
between Plato and Aristotle.” Without weighing in on that question here,
I will simply call the person who wrote it “the harmonizer.” He writes:

These two sages are the sources of philosophy, the ones who set
down its beginnings and its roots, and brought to fruition its ends
and branches. One depends on them for the great and the small in
[philosophy], and has recourse to them for trivial and weighty mat-
ters in it. What comes from these two in every department of [phi-
losophy] is a dependable root, free of blemish or muddiness. Tongues
have affirmed this and intellects testified to it, or if not all have, then
most have done so who had clear minds and pure understanding.'®

A bit further on, he adds that it is hardly credible that Plato and Aristotle
would be so widely esteemed if they were not really philosophers of the
first rank.

We know with certainty that there is no more powerful, persuasive,
and decisive proof than when different understandings testify to one
and the same thing, and many intellects (‘ugii/) agree upon it. For in-
tellect, as all agree, is a proof (hujja).”
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This makes it sound as if the harmonizer is establishing the authority of
Plato and Aristotle through a kind of popularity contest.

Yet the stated purpose of the work as a whole is to refute another
widespread belief, namely, that the two thinkers disagree on many
points. Hence the the treatise begins, “I have seen many people in our
time . . . alleging that there is disagreement between the two preeminent
and righteous sages Plato and Aristotle,” especially concerning the eter-
nity of the world.*® Thus the harmonizer, immediately after declaring
common consent to be a “proof,” adds:

Do not be misled by the existence of many created beings whose
opinions are disordered, for a group that engages in faqlid regard-
ing a single opinion and submits to a leader (imam) who goes before
them and leads them concerning what they agree upon, is tanta-
mount to [only] a single intellect, and a single intellect may err on
occasion about a given thing, as we have mentioned, especially if it
has not repeatedly considered the opinion it endorses, examined it
several times, and looked at it with a scrutinizing and skeptical eye.”!

How can he get away with invoking commonly held views as proof and
then in the next breath dismissing commonly held views as the mere
product of taglid?

It would be nice if he said more about this. But I think we can under-
stand his point with the help of his contrast between the action of many
intellects and what is tantamount to a single intellect. In the former, reli-
able case many individuals have independently looked into an issue and
come to the same conclusion. In the latter, unreliable case a single person
has thought about something and come to a conclusion and then a large
group has uncritically followed this one person. It doesn’t matter how
many uncritical followers you have, whereas it could matter quite a lot
how many critically minded people agree with you. This is a helpful dis-
tinction and offers a useful supplement to my earlier discussion of taglid.
Effectively, the harmonizer here articulates another reason to trust ex-
perts. When many people apply their expertise independently and come
to similar conclusions, that is a powerful sign that they are all in the right,
though it may fall short of the absolute proof touted by the harmonizer.
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Something like the reality of man-made climate change would be an ob-
vious example here.

All the more reason, though, that we should worry about disputes
between the two foremost experts, Plato and Aristotle. Why do so many
thoughtful people judge them to agree given their apparent disagree-
ments? For the harmonizer, the salient word here is apparent. He draws
a repeated contrast between the surface meaning and deeper import of
a text, the zahir and the batin. This is terminology that is also used in
the quotation given earlier from Suhrawardi, and it is the same idea used
by Simplicius in his contrast between “the letter” and the “spirit” (A&&ic
as opposed to vodg). The harmonizer concedes that Plato and Aristotle
often seem to disagree but insists that closer consideration of their writ-
ings reveals inner agreement. This contrast extends even to their ways of
life. It is said that Aristotle was politically and practically engaged—he
advised Alexander the Great, after all—whereas Plato withdrew from
the world. “On the surface (zahir),” admits the harmonizer, “this contrast
implies belief (zann) and trust that there is variance between their con-
victions on the matter of this life and the hereafter (T amr al-darayn).”*
But Plato did write about politics, and could have been politically active
if he had felt that his talents lay in that direction. He simply wanted to
concentrate on leading a good ethical life at the individual level.

When it comes to their writings, the harmonizer argues that the
“surface level” misleads readers because of the terminology or expres-
sions used by the two philosophers. Not that this is their fault exactly.
Their choice of wording had to do with limitations of the intended audi-
ence, or it may simply have been impossible to find unambiguous expres-
sions.”® He applies this solution to the differing views of the two great
thinkers on the topics of vision and cosmology, in the latter case suggest-
ing that the Platonic phrase “world of the intellect” alludes to the con-
nection between celestial intellects and heavenly spheres, a thoroughly
Aristotelian teaching.*

The strategy reappears when it comes to the notorious question of
the world’s eternity. Many believe, complains the harmonizer, that Plato
believed in a creator God who originates the universe with a beginning
in time, whereas Aristotle saw the universe as uncreated and eternal. In
fact, though, Aristotle denied a “temporal beginning (bad ‘ zamani)” of
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the universe only to convey that God causes it to exist without his action
being a process that unfolds over time.

The meaning of his saying that the world has no temporal begin-
ning is that it is not generated one part after another as, for instance,
plants or animals are generated. For when something is generated
one part after another, some of its parts precede others in time.*

This sounds like an attempt to Platonize Aristotle. But actually, on this
topic at least, the harmonizer is assimilating both Plato and the genuine
Aristotle to pseudo-Aristotle.?* The harmonizer assumes that the so-called
Theology, a collection of Arabic translations of Neoplatonic authors in-
cluding Plotinus and Proclus, was really written by Aristotle. His dis-
cussion of divine causation is designed to show that both the cosmology
of Plato’s Timaeus and Aristotle’s remarks in works like On the Heav-
ens and the Metaphysics can be reconciled with the Neoplatonic idea that
the universe timelessly proceeds from divine causes through emanation.
The phrase “world of the intellect,” which I just mentioned, sounds more
Neoplatonic than Platonic and indeed comes from the Arabic versions of
Plotinus and Proclus. The harmonizer may even have borrowed his point
about the misleading use of temporal vocabulary from the Arabic version
of Plotinus in the pseudo-Aristotelian Theology. It includes an original
discussion that has been inserted in the translation, explaining that Plato
talked about the creation of the world as if it involved temporal priority,
even though the priority in question is in fact causal.”’

As the harmonizer says in another context, Plato and Aristotle
should only be held to disagree “if they were to form a judgment from
one and the same point of view regarding one and the same topic.” Dis-
ambiguation of terminology can show that this is not the case, as can
more generally the observation that both philosophers wrote in a diffi-
cult and unclear way.

[Plato] chose to write in symbols and riddles, intending to set down
what he knew and had decided in such a way that no one could
get at it except for those who deserved to. ... Whereas Aristotle’s
approach is to state things openly and clearly, setting them down
and putting them in order, writing informatively, uncovering, and
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clarifying, carrying this out in whatever way he could find. These
methods are obviously different. On the other hand, anyone who has
persisted in investigating Aristotle’s scientific discussions (‘u/iim)
and the instruction in his books will have noticed that his approach
involves various kinds of obscurity, enigma, and complexity, even
though he seems to want to make things evident and clear.

It’s hard to disagree with that. But the harmonizer is not blaming Aris-
totle for inadequacy here. Instead he echoes the late antique commenta-
torial tradition, which insisted that Aristotle wrote in a compressed and
obscure manner quite purposefully. This was in part an attempt to shield
the great authority from critique, in part a way to underscore the need
for the commentator’s own labors, as already mentioned. His task was
to supply missing premises, make implicit arguments explicit, eliminat-
ing apparent inconsistencies, and to “read Aristotle through Aristotle” as
commentators on Homer had earlier begun to read Homer, bringing to-
gether far-flung passages from the Aristotelian corpus so as to show the
unity of the greater whole. The commentator, in other words, sought to
establish the harmony of Aristotle with Aristotle, a task still more urgent
than showing the harmony of Aristotle with Plato.

These late ancient interpretive techniques were carried on in Arabic
commentaries written by al-FarabT and his Christian colleagues in the
Aristotelian school of tenth-century Baghdad. And they were carried on
still more directly in Byzantium. A high point in the tradition of Byz-
antine commentaries came with the circle gathered around the princess
and historian Anna Komnene (d. 1153-35) in the twelfth century.?® They
were completists, who undertook exegesis on Aristotelian treatises not
yet covered by late ancient commentaries and imitated the approach of
those commentaries. This includes the familiar tendency to Platonize,
or rather Neoplatonize, Aristotle. A nice example is the commentary of
Eustratius on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Michele Trizio has called
its treatment of the sixth book of the Ethics “an amazing piece of philo-
sophical rhetoric, in which the author deepens the interpretation of the
Aristotelian text by a careful line by line reconstruction of the source
material offered by Proclus’ works.”* When it came to the famous re-
jection of Plato’s Form of the Good in the first book of the Ethics, Eu-
stratius offered a rebuttal on Plato’s behalf but tried to stay out of the
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dispute, concluding, “We do not say this as proponents of the Ideas,
since those who wish to abolish the Ideas may have no difficulty refut-
ing these words.”*

But some Byzantine intellectuals were more willing to take sides.
If we look beyond the tradition of commentary on Aristotle, we find a
number of authors blaming Aristotle for erroneous teachings on such
topics as providence, the eternity of the world, the mortality of the soul,
and the significant role of external goods like wealth, health, and family
in the good life.*! Already the Cappadocian father Gregory Nazianzus
had inveighed, “Strike against . .. Aristotle’s uncharitable providence,
his artificiality, his perishable arguments about soul and the humanity
of his doctrines!” Even intellectuals who felt drawn to Aristotle might
have misgivings about him, like Arethas (d. 932), an avid book collector
who compared Aristotle to the Sirens calling Odysseus to his doom in
the Odyssey.”? He complained of Aristotle’s disloyalty to his teacher and
came to prefer Platonic doctrines over those of Aristotle. Some Byzan-
tine thinkers, especially Michael Psellos (d. after 1081), adhered to the
late ancient idea that Aristotle was an acceptable introduction to phi-
losophy, with Plato having the wisdom and exalted insight to explore the
higher topics of intelligible reality.** Nonetheless, Psellos bridled when a
contemporary called him a “follower of Plato.”** He saw this for what it
was, a veiled accusation of departing from Orthodox belief, and accord-
ingly rejected the charge of allegiance to pagan philosophy.

But if pagan philosophy was always at least potentially problematic
in Byzantine culture, it could still be the case that some pagans are better
than others. Plato seemed to be a less problematic thinker than Aristotle,
since his Timaeus seems to envision a creator God and since he clearly
endorsed the immortality of the soul. Especially as we approach the end
of Byzantine civilization, we find philosophers admitting the disharmony
of Plato and Aristotle and siding with the former against the latter. In the
Palaiologan period, when Greek rule was restored after the Crusaders’
sack of Constantinople, Theodore Metochites (d. 1332) subjected Aris-
totle to heavy criticism. Aristotle’s famous obscurity was not a cunning
strategy chosen for pedagogical purposes, or for fending off unqualified
readers. It was just a way for him to hide his own shortcomings in such
subjects as mathematics and to hide the extent of his dependence on his
teacher, Plato.’
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A generation later, Metochites’s student Nikephoras Gregoras (d.
1361) wrote a work called the Florentius, modestly subtitled On Wisdom.
It is a dialogue pitting against one another representatives of the East-
ern Greek and Western Latin intellectual traditions. Gregoras delights in
pointing out that “neither astronomy nor most other branches of wisdom
that have thrived among the Greeks have citizenship in the Latin coun-
tries,” which is typical of what Borje Bydén has called the “anti-Latin
edge” of the work as a whole.*® The Westerners have failed to progress past
logic, the elementary subject on which Aristotle is a competent guide. He
is less competent when it comes to natural philosophy, a field where his
expertise had been recognized even by late ancient Neoplatonists. Even
Aristotelian epistemology is unconvincing, since it demands necessary
and unchanging knowledge of physical things, which are subject to con-
stant change (yet again, the standards of Aristotle’s theory of knowledge
are deemed too ambitious to be satisfied). As Bydén has pointed out, it is
telling that this whole critique comes in the context of a dialogue. Plato is
Gregoras’s literary model, Aristotle his intellectual whipping boy.

But most intellectual historians would consider these writings of
Theodore Metochites and Nikephoras Gregoras a mere warm-up act for
the most famous anti-Aristotelian polemic of Byzantine culture, which
was written by George Gemistos Plethon (d. 1452 or 1454). It is called On
Aristotle’s Departures from Plato.”” He lived in the fifteenth century, and
died either one year before or one year after the fall of Constantinople.
Given the circumstances, it may seem odd that Plethon would still be
concerned with upholding the values of Greek intellectual culture over
that of Latin Christendom. Wouldn’t the Ottomans be a more pressing
worry? But the Departures begins by complaining of Plethon’s many
contemporaries who “admire Aristotle above Plato,” having been con-
vinced of his superiority by “the Arab Averroes.”*® This seems a clear
allusion to Western scholasticism, and perhaps Italian scholasticism in
particular, which was indeed powerfully influenced by Averroes’s com-
mentaries on Aristotle.

Plethon attended the famous church council of Ferrara and Flor-
ence, which tried but failed to achieve union between the Eastern and
Western churches. Reportedly he stated that the theological controversy
was a matter of life and death.*® In light of this, we might take the De-
partures to be motivated in part by an attempt to assert the intellectual
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supremacy of the endangered East over the apparently flourishing West.
The achievements of Latin scholastics were nothing to brag about, since
they focused all their efforts on understanding Aristotle, instead of his
teacher, Plato, who was the greater thinker and far better studied in the
Greek-speaking East. At this time, after all, most of Plato’s dialogues had
yet to be translated into Latin. That project would be carried out by Mar-
silio Ficino (d. 1499), using a manuscript of Plato’s dialogues brought to
Italy by none other than Plethon himself.*°

If this reconstruction of Plethon’s motive is accurate, then we can
see his Departures as carrying on the anti-Latin polemic of Grego-
ras. We can also draw a parallel between this feature of late Byzantine
thought and what we observed in the Islamic world. There, figures like
Suhrawardt and Fakhr al-Din al-RazT styled themselves as followers of
Plato, in order to distance themselves from the Aristotelianism of Avi-
cenna, whose thought had come to dominate their intellectual landscape.
In much the same way, Plethon attacked Aristotle and endorsed Plato as
a way of rejecting the scholastic movement that had come to dominate
the intellectual landscape of Christianity.

One difference is that Plethon knew vastly more about Plato than did
Suhrawardt and Fakhr al-Din. He was thoroughly versed in the whole
Platonic tradition, which allowed him to adopt what may seem a rather
strange maneuver in his Departures. He accuses Aristotle (who quite lit-
erally sat in Plato’s classes) of misrepresenting Plato’s teaching and uses
late ancient authors like Proclus (who lived the better part of a millen-
nium after Plato) as a more reliable guide to Platonic thought.* But in-
accurate reporting of his teacher’s doctrines is only one of Aristotle’s
intellectual sins. He is mocked for his skewed sense of priorities, talk-
ing more about shellfish than about God. When he did talk about God,
he said a few respectful and pious things but then failed to make good
on them in his philosophical theology. He was furthermore thoughtless
(amepiokentog), and frequently unclear, as when he defined virtue as
a mean without saying in what sense we are to understand this. In an
almost comical bit of diatribe, Plethon attempts to interpret Aristotle’s
doctrine in light of a single passage, where Aristotle said it would be
unreasonable not to fear thunderstorms. This, to Plethon’s mind, shows
that Aristotle meant that virtue is a mean in the quantitative sense: in
this case, too much or too little fear. It also shows that Aristotle had a
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distorted set of values, since in Plethon’s Stoic-leaning version of Pla-
tonic ethics, we should fear only things that can harm the soul and that
we can do something about. Thunderstorms don’t meet either criterion.

One of Plethon’s primary tactics is to use Aristotle against himself.
He claims that Aristotle was prone to contradicting himself, as if this
were “no big deal (00d&v mpdypa).”** He (supposedly) affirmed the im-
mortality of the soul in the De anima—in this respect he was at least
better than his commentator Averroes—but then wrote about ethics as
if we should be concerned only with this earthly life. And he denied de-
terminism, despite affirming two principles that imply it, namely, that
nothing happens without a cause and that potentiality can only be real-
ized by a prior actuality. This is, as Plethon observes, rather ironic. It was
after all Aristotle who set out the rules of proper scientific demonstration
in his Posterior Analytics, rules he regularly violates. Take for instance
the paltry and irrelevant points Aristotle brought against Plato’s theory
of Forms: “If someone heard those things you stipulated in your work
on demonstration, concerning the exactness of demonstration, he would
never suppose that you could offer such lame, poor arguments.”* Cer-
tainly Plethon condemns Aristotle for disagreeing with Plato on points of
doctrine. As George Karamanolis has written, for Plethon, “Plato’s phi-
losophy represents the truth, or at least is very close to it; there is no point
or room for progress further than Plato.”** But it is striking how often
Aristotle’s failings are said to concern methodology, not just doctrine.

Plethon’s polemic is like a funhouse mirror inversion of what we
find in On the Harmony of the Opinions of the Two Philosophers as-
cribed to al-Farabt and indeed what we find in the whole tradition of
harmonizing commentary on Aristotle. Most obviously, Plethon leaps
upon every divergence of Aristotle from Platonism instead of trying to
explain them away. Less obviously, he turns traditional devices for ex-
culpating Aristotle, and for harmonizing him with Plato, into items on a
charge sheet. Earlier commentators had admitted that Aristotle was ob-
scure, and purposefully so, which is exactly why we need commentary.
For Plethon, by contrast, examples of unclarity and self-contradiction
are just what they seem to be: proofs of incompetence. Where the har-
monizers “read Aristotle through Aristotle” so as to let one passage illu-
minate another, Plethon attacks Aristotle through Aristotle, turning his
own doctrines and methods against their author.
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But Plethon accuses Aristotle of something still worse than incom-
petence: bad character. In that section on Aristotle’s refutation of the
theory of Forms, Plethon says that Aristotle failed to observe a crucial
point due to “malice (Baokavia).”* And at the end of the work, he has
a few choice words for Aristotle’s way of dealing with our abiding con-
cern, the status of authority.

Plato evidently follows some of those who came before him, while
refuting others. Aristotle, though, opposes and chastises all of them.
In those cases where he does use the statements of those who came
earlier, it’s clear that he certainly doesn’t want it to be evident that he
is using the statements of others. This is very much the practice of
the sophist, and entirely foreign to the way of the philosopher.

Plethon’s unabashedly ad hominem attack provoked a response in kind
from admirers of Aristotle. The initial backlash came from Gannadios
Scholarius (d. 1472), who rose to the defense of Aristotle and in his post
as patriarch in Ottoman Constantinople had works of Plethon posthu-
mously burned. He justified this measure by charging Plethon with
covert paganism. Whether he had good reason for this is a matter of
controversy among today’s scholars.* T myself tend to doubt it, since
as | have said | see Plethon as siding with Greek Orthodoxy against the
Western church.

But we are in any case more interested in the character assassina-
tions perpetrated against Plato and Aristotle. Which brings us to George
Trapezuntius (d. 1473). He was one of several scholars from the East
(despite that moniker, he hailed from Crete, not Trebizond) who helped
spark humanism in Italy by importing knowledge of Greek philology.
He was at first happy to apply his skills to the Platonic corpus, translat-
ing the Parmenides and the Laws, but in time he became a severe critic
of Plato. This may be due to the fact that Trapezuntius was deeply inter-
ested in rhetoric and was appalled by the attacks on this art in dialogues
like the Gorgias.”” Whatever the case, when he turned against Plato he
turned hard, writing the Comparison of the Philosophers Plato and Aris-
totle, which adduced Plato’s erotic dialogues and ancient biographical
material as evidence that Plato was a depraved lover of boys. It’s a far cry
from the author of the Harmony, whom we saw fretting over the far less
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troubling prospect that Plato and Aristotle pursued two different ways of
life, both of them virtuous.

Over the next century, admirers of Plato mounted a defense against
this charge. They were so successful that we today use the phrase “Pla-
tonic love” to refer to non-sexual emotional attachment. A more high-
minded, or if you prefer, bowdlerized, image of Plato was immediately
put forth in response to Trapezuntius by another Greek émigré, Bessa-
rion (d. 1472). He insisted that the erotic dialogues concerned themselves
with “divine” love, in contrast to “earthly” love. Later Marsilio Ficino, in
his commentary Symposium, goes so far as to exclude sexuality entirely
from the realm of love (eros). For Ficino—and of course, for Ficino’s
version of Plato—love is always directed toward beauty, which can be
grasped only through hearing, sight, and the mind. Pleasures of touch
experienced through sex, therefore, are strictly speaking not “erotic.” As
he puts it, “The lust to touch the body is not a part of love, nor is it the
desire of the lover, but rather a kind of wantonness and the derangement
of a servile man.”*

Yet it would be wrong to see Ficino as an heir of Plethon, at least
as concerns the controversy over the merits of Aristotle and Plato.* For
him, the best defense of Plato was not an attack on Aristotle but a life’s
work of translating and commenting on Plato and his late ancient follow-
ers. Admittedly, he did take exception to Aristotle’s arguments against
the Form of the Good in his commentary on the Philebus, showing that
he was aware of disharmony between the two great authorities. But
the “Aristotelian” position he found most troubling was not one Ficino
would have ascribed to Aristotle himself. This was Averroes’s notorious
teaching on the unity of the human mind, which was finding support in
fifteenth-century Italy to an alarming degree.

In fact, it would be fair to say that Italian humanists usually con-
fined themselves to critique of individual theses put forward by Aris-
totle or later Peripatetics rather than arguing for the overall superiority of
Plato to Aristotle, as Plethon had sought to do.*® An earlier humanist like
Leonardo Bruni (d. 1444) was capable of boiling Aristotle’s philosophy
down to one controversial thesis, namely, the aforementioned claim that
external goods, like wealth and a prospering family (and maybe not
being caught in thunderstorms), have genuine value and are needed for
happiness.®! This is not the Aristotle of the scholastic world, who has
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something to say, if not the last word, on every topic. It is Aristotle as he
was known in Hellenistic philosophical literature, like the dialogues of
Cicero, which not coincidentally were a major source for Bruni.

To my mind the most interesting case of this “reduced” version of
Aristotle, where he appears only as a spokesman for one contentious
thesis, comes in the Renaissance debate over the virtue of women.
Today his sparse remarks on the inferiority of women to men are notori-
ous in a way that would have stunned philosophers of the Islamic world
and Byzantium, who barely engaged with this aspect of his thought.
(One reason was that his Politics, which contains his most significant
discussion of women, was apparently never available in Arabic and was
not much discussed in the Greek East.) In Latin Christendom, though,
medieval thinkers already made mention of Aristotle’s misogyny, with
some welcoming it and others lamenting it. That is the distant back-
ground for the last author I want to mention in this chapter, Lucrezia
Marinella (d. 1653).

In her work The Nobility and the Excellence of Women and the De-
fects and Shortcomings of Men, printed in 1599, she repeatedly draws
attention to one particular difference of opinion between Aristotle and
Plato.”> One was a misogynist, the other was not. Plato, as she puts it,
claimed that women are “equal to men in valor and wit.” Here she has in
mind a famous discussion of women in the Republic, which gives both
genders a role in guarding and ruling the ideal city while conveniently
ignoring misogynistic passages like the one at the end of the Timaeus.
Aristotle by contrast was an “enemy”” of women who “was led by scorn,
hate, or envy in many of his books, to vituperate and slander the fe-
male sex, just as on many occasions he reproved his master Plato.””* She
echoes some of the same strategies used by Plethon, for example, using
Aristotle against himself. How can he be so scornful of women given
that nature produces so many of them, and according to him nature al-
most always produces good results? Does not Aristotle’s own account of
the virtues make it obvious that women are more, not less, virtuous than
men? Does not Aristotle himself admit in his History of Animals that fe-
males are more gentle and compassionate than males? Again like Plethon
she also puts Aristotle’s motives in question. She assumes that his hateful
views must have been motivated by malice, perhaps because he had been
spurned by a lover. Besides, he was “of small intelligence.”
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It may seem astonishing that a woman author of this era felt able
to attack any male author with such ferocity, to say nothing of attack-
ing the most influential philosopher of the previous two millennia. And
Marinella is indeed a fairly astonishing case, perhaps the most frank and
combative defender of women in the “long middle ages.” But she was
not unique. To the contrary, she stands at the end of another story that
is worth telling, one that is intertwined with the story of the medieval
debate over Plato and Aristotle. In this other story, the protagonists are
women. Their project was not to identify authoritative authors and to de-
cide how such authors should be used. It was to persuade a mostly male
readership to treat them as being authoritative. How could they make this
case in medieval society, which was hardly distinguished for its enlight-
ened views about gender equality? Let’s find out.






CHAPTER 6

Finding Their Voices

Women in Byzantine and Latin Christian Philosophy

In 1767 in my hometown of Boston, a poet named Phillis Wheatley pub-
lished a volume of her verses. For a woman to publish anything at this
time was unusual: Wheatley was only the fifth to do so in the American
colonies. But for someone like Wheatley to appear in print was unheard
of. She was an enslaved African, kidnapped as a child and transported
to America only six years previously, in 1761. Readers would have been
incredulous that a young, female slave could produce competent poetry
whose style was close to that of Alexander Pope. So the volume was pref-
aced by a testimony from a number of worthies, including John Han-
cock, reassuring the reader that these works were indeed written by her.
This highlights the unprecedented set of social disadvantages Wheatley
faced as an author, being not only female and black but also considered
the legal property of her masters.

She dealt with this threefold obstacle with a twofold strategy. Some-
times she accepted her supposed inferior status, only to exploit it by
speaking truths to her supposed betters. A good example is an address
she wrote to graduates of what was then the University of Cambridge,
later Harvard University. Of course, the audience would have been made
up of privileged white men. After reminding them of her less advantaged
origins—“Twas not long since I left my native shore, the land of errors,
and Egyptian gloom”—she exhorted them to the avoidance of sin, adding
“an Ethiop’ tells you ’tis your greatest foe.””! But in her poems she often
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adopted the opposite tactic of speaking from an elevated position, above
that of her readers and, in a sense, above her own self. She presented
herself as a mouthpiece of divine inspiration, invoking the angels as the
source of her poetry, as when she prayed, “raise my mind to a seraphic
strain” or exalted poetry in general as a celestial language. Often she in-
voked the Muses, a classicizing element typical of her work. On occasion
Wheatley combined the two strategies, as with this appeal to the Muses:
“Inspire, ye sacred nine, your vent’rous Afric’ in her great design.”® Un-
able to occupy the authorial position that would have been easily available
to a free, male, white author, Wheatley adopted variously a voice of hu-
mility—I, a mere girl from Africa, dare to say these things—and a voice
of transcendence, drawing from a source above the merely human.*

It is appropriate that Wheatley used classical tropes in pursuing her
twofold strategy, because these are themselves tropes that had been used
by women centuries before. The two voices of humility and transcen-
dence, respectively “lower” and “higher” than the discourse routinely
employed by male authors, were characteristic of female medieval au-
thors. One might even venture to say that these were the only two stra-
tegies open to such authors, excluded as they were from contributing
to the literature being produced by schoolmen, churchmen, and men in
general. It is a plausible hypothesis that female intellectuals in antiquity
might have turned to the same strategies. But that’s hard to prove, sim-
ply because of the lack of ancient texts written by women. As far as [
know, there is not a single classical or late ancient text on an even re-
motely philosophical topic that can be securely ascribed to a female au-
thor. This is not to say that the historian of ancient philosophy will never
encounter women. The most famous case is probably Diotima from
Plato’s Symposium; much later, Monica, the mother of Augustine, ap-
peared prominently in her son’s own dialogues and his Confessions. Au-
gustine depicted Monica as a wise and holy figure who pushed him to
accept Christianity and was even present during his decisive vision at
Ostia, triggering his final conversion.’®

This literary representation of Monica prefigures the use of what
I have called the “voice of transcendence” in the medieval period. As
does another figure who appears at the beginning of the Byzantine philo-
sophical tradition and tellingly is another family member of a male
Christian theologian: Gregory of Nyssa’s sister Macrina (d. 379). In a
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work that deserves to be much better known than it is, titled On Soul
and Resurrection, Gregory cast himself and his sister as the main char-
acters in a restaging of Plato’s Phaedo.® As Socrates was there depicted
discussing the immortality of the soul just prior to his execution, so Ma-
crina here lies on her deathbed in physical agony, yet still able to hold
forth with Christian versions of the Platonist arguments for immortality.

As we know from a second work by Gregory, a hagiography of Ma-
crina, he saw her as having effectively transcended her gender along
with all other concerns of the body. He comments there that he is not
even sure whether it is appropriate to call Macrina a woman, since she
has passed beyond female nature.” In keeping with this, in the dialogue
On Soul and Resurrection Macrina argues that the true self is the ratio-
nal soul, which can survive bodily death because of its kinship to God.
As she puts it:

Anyone who says that the soul is a likeness of God should declare
that all that is foreign to God falls outside the definition of the soul.
For the similar is not preserved through deviations. Since, then, such
things are not ascribed to the divine nature, one could reasonably
suppose that they are not substantial for the soul either.?

The immediate topic here is emotion, which Macrina thinks is extrane-
ous to the soul’s nature. This is already relevant to questions of gender,
since in antiquity women were commonly thought to be highly emo-
tional. That’s something we can see, in fact, in the Phaedo, both at the
beginning when Socrates sends away his lamenting wife and at the end
when he tells his companions to stop weeping over him like women.
Gregory of Nyssa subverts that dynamic at the start of his own dialogue
by contrasting his own distraught state to Macrina’s calm confidence
in the face of death. As the dialogue goes on, he subverts it in an even
deeper way by making Macrina, a saintly woman, argue that the true self
lacks all features associated with embodiment. This applies not only to
emotion, but even to gender itself, since the soul is like God and God is
neither male nor female.

As interesting as this dialogue is, it still hasn’t provided us with an
example of a woman writing in her own voice. We can find that later in
the Byzantine tradition, though. Not that Byzantium was a particularly
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feminist culture. Far from it. Ancient Greek assumptions about women
were still very much in force, and, as our look at Gregory already sug-
gests, the highest achievement that could be fulfilled by women was to
transcend the boundaries of their gender. Christian holiness provided the
chief means of doing so. One hagiographical work about saintly women
argued that such figures are even more admirable than holy men, be-
cause “they have a weaker nature and yet were not hindered by this from
climbing up to the summit of virtue, but they made the female [element]
male through a virile mind and accomplished the same and even more
than the men.”

Yet some Byzantine texts suggest that women might excel through
their intellectual capacities and not only through their piety. A kind of
compromise, or perhaps conflict, between these two ideas about excel-
lent women can be found in the encomium that the eleventh-century phi-
losopher and scholar Michael Psellos composed for his mother, Theodote
(d. 1054).° On the one hand, Psellos presents her as a holy figure devoted
to God and committed to ascetic chastisement of the body. He talks about
how her fasting made her seem almost dead, “like a shadow on a wooden
board.” Yet he also praises Theodote’s rational perfection and mentions
her view that men and women “possess reason equally.”” With the ex-
ample of Macrina probably at the back of his mind, Psellos describes how
his mother instructed his father on the afterlife following the death of their
daughter, that is, Psellos’s sister. This is the side of Theodote that Psellos
relates to, since by his own admission he was never able to embrace the
ascetic life himself. In this he fell short of her example, leading him rue-
fully to remark, “My devotion to philosophy is limited to its cloak.”

All this provides us with a context to understand the most remark-
able woman of Byzantine literature, Anna Komnene. As discussed in
the previous chapter, she played an important role in the history of phi-
losophy by gathering a circle of scholars to write commentaries on pre-
viously uncommented works by Aristotle. A funeral oration for Anna
by George Tornikes informs us, “The works which philosophers of our
time addressed to her bear witness to her love of learning, works con-
cerning those writings of Aristotle on which commentaries had not been
written until her time.”!! George also explains how Anna came to be so
learned, even, as he puts it, “wiser than men.” Despite the wariness of her
parents, who feared exposing her to pagan literature, he says that “just
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as wise mothers of children often distrust match-makers, lest they in-
spire in maidens dishonorable passions,” Anna “braced the weakness of
[her] soul.” “Like a maiden who takes a furtive glance at her bridegroom
through some chink,” she undertook independent study of the liberal arts.

The fruit of this assignation was not only the flowering of commen-
tary on Aristotle, but Anna’s own Alexiad, an epic historical work de-
voted to the exploits of her father, Alexios Komnene."> Anna Komnene
was no Phillis Wheatley. As a royal princess she wielded obvious socio-
economic advantages that put her in the rare position to undertake such
an ambitious literary project. Yet even she adopted the voice of humility,
describing herself modestly in the preface to the Alexiad as one who
is “not without some acquaintance with literature, having devoted the
most earnest study to the Greek language, and being not un-practiced
in rhetoric and having read thoroughly the treatises of Aristotle and the
dialogues of Plato.” Today, we would call this “humble-bragging.” Le-
onora Neville has written about Anna’s carefully crafted literary per-
sona, which she calls “an exaggeratedly feminine persona of extreme
emotionalism.” Yet Anna also emphasizes her own reliability as a his-
torian and her ability to, for example, overcome grief over her father’s
death in order to tell her story. As Neville later adds:

Anna’s repeated practice of breaking out of the proper boundaries
of history, breaking out of a masculinized historian’s voice, to speak
and participate in the discourses her culture marked as feminized,
only to point out and apologize for her transgression, focuses atten-
tion both on her essentially female nature, and her ability to tran-
scend that nature."*

Here we have, even in this most powerful and privileged of female au-
thors, the dual strategy I’ve been describing. Since she could not just
write as a woman and be taken seriously, she alternately abased herself
by humbly calling attention to her limitations as a “mere woman’ and
suggested that she had somehow risen above her status as a woman al-
together. This second aspect of her authorial persona recalls something
Psellos says in the encomium for his mother: she “knew nothing femi-
nine, except what was decreed by nature, but was in all other respects
strong and manly in soul.”®
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Turning now to Latin Christendom, I might be expected to go
through a series of authors who adopt the “voice of transcendence,”
given the fame of female mystics in the medieval West, figures like Hil-
degard of Bingen and Julian of Norwich. But that is only part of the story,
and in terms of the broader culture, a pretty small part. Those mystical
authors were obviously exceptional, not just in the sense that they were
rare, but in the sense that they had removed themselves from the stan-
dard expectations and duties of the medieval woman. A case that is more
representative, though still of course exceptional (given that mere liter-
acy was exceptional, never mind actually writing works that survive to
the present day), is that of the Carolingian author Dhuoda. Around 841,
she wrote a letter to her son William, offering him practical and moral
advice in a work that combined poetic and prose elements.'® This is a
widespread feature of medieval writings, inspired by Boethius’s Conso-
lation of Philosophy, only one sign of Dhuoda’s learning. Yet the funda-
mentally domestic occasion of the text reminds us of the role standardly
played by medieval women, whose sphere of competence was restricted
to overseeing her household and family. In this sense Dhuoda is the me-
dieval heir of the anonymous, possibly female authors of antiquity who
wrote letters on such domestic matters as raising children and coping
with a husband’s adultery, which have come down to us spuriously as-
cribed to female figures from the Pythagorean tradition."”

As for the aforementioned famous names from the mystical tradi-
tion, we find them combining the two strategies [ have been describing,
sometimes even in the same passage. Take Hildegard of Bingen (d. 1179).
More obvious in her writings is the voice of transcendence, as she reports
on visions she received from God, whom she calls the “living light,” and
implicitly claims special authority to interpret those visions. In a work
like her Scivias, she not only relates the vision—as when she saw an iron
mountain used as a seat by a luminous winged giant—but also explains
the symbolic meaning of each of its details.’® This looks like a bold as-
sertion of theological authority. Yet the very explanation of her authori-
tative position is given in the voice of humility. These things have been
possible for Hildegard as a mere woman, because despite “remaining in
the fragility of the weaker rib,” that is, despite the fact that woman was
formed from Adam’s side and is thus inferior to man, “she is filled with
mystical inspiration.”"
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A model for this nuanced self-presentation—weaker than men, yet
given insight beyond the ken of humans—would have been the Virgin
Mary. The point is well made by a poem that Hildegard herself devoted
to Mary.

O great the wonder that in a female body a king entered. God did
this as humility rises above all. And O great the happiness in that
woman, because the evil that came from woman [Eve], this one
[Mary] then swept away.?

Hildegard, like Mary, was a humble woman exalted above the rest of
humankind after being chosen by God. She took advantage of this sta-
tus in her dealings with men, as when she presumed to pronounce on a
piece of technical scholastic philosophy put forth by Gilbert of Poitiers,
despite being, in her own words, not “imbued with human doctrine.”*!
Her general verdict on the scholastics was severe, as she wrote in a
letter, “The teachers and the masters (doctores et magistri) do not wish
to sing with the trumpet of the justice of God.” On another occasion she
was annoyed by the archbishop of Mainz and did not hesitate to tell him
so. The voice of transcendence rang out as she effectively claimed iden-
tity with God. With pointed use of the first person, she intimidated the
archbishop with the words, “I am the height and the depth, the circle and
the descending light.”*?

Few medieval women asserted the right to speak like this, even
among those who claimed to have enjoyed mystical experiences. Begin-
ning in the thirteenth century, we see such authors instead employing
the tropes of courtly romance literature. In a kind of gender swap, the
role of the pining male lover was played by the female mystic, while God
or Christ was the remote and mostly unattainable love object. One cen-
tral author in this literature of minne, meaning “love,” was Mechthild
of Magdeburg (d. 1282), whose German vernacular writings figure her
intermittent union with God as an exquisitely agonizing erotic relation-
ship. This was daring stuff and provoked criticism, as we can see from
a passage in Mechthild’s Flowing Light of Divinity (Das fliefsende Licht
der Gottheit), where she responds to a threat to burn her book. Sounding
not unlike Hildegard, she admits that she is no “spiritually learned man
(geleret geistliche man),” but precisely because of her humble status, she
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claims to be an ideal vessel for God’s grace. Sure enough, a vision comes
from God to reassure her: “no one can burn the truth.” Again recalling
Hildegard and her bold critique of the schoolmen from a position of self-
conscious modesty, Mechthild reflected on this episode by saying that
“learned tongues are taught by the unlearned mouth.”*

One of the rules for this dialectic between humility and transcen-
dence is that the female author should at least pose as a passive recipient
of God’s illumination. Thus Mechthild, looking back on the time be-
fore “God’s word came into her soul,” says that she never sought to re-
ceive this revelatory gift.>* And this is another reason why Mechthild
and comparable authors like Hadewijch (early to mid-thirteenth century)
described their relation to God by using the language of courtly love
poetry. The lover, here the female mystic, never knows when the be-
loved, here God, will appear, so that desperate longing may be satisfied
with a union that outstrips the power of human thought and language.
Hadewijch daringly evoked the doctrine of the Trinity to describe this
encounter with the divine.

The Father took the Son to himself with me and took me to himself
with the Son. And in this unity into which I was taken and where I
was enlightened, I understood this essence and knew it more clearly
than, by speech, reason, or sight, one can know anything that is
knowable on earth.”

In a more frankly erotic application of the same idea, Mechthild spoke of
her soul as “naked,” with nothing between it and God.?

One author who followed the logic of humility and transcendence
to its logical conclusion was Marguerite Porete (d. 1310), burned to
death by the Parisian authorities after she refused to disavow her sup-
posedly heretical book, The Mirror of Simple Souls.*” Tt is another di-
alogue, in which characters representing the author’s soul and abstract
notions like Love and Reason discuss the possibility and meaning of
union with God. Marguerite’s doctrine is put especially in the mouth of
the character Love, who explains that the soul reaches God by achiev-
ing a state of maximal humility, which can also be called “annihila-
tion.”?® This happens when the soul’s will is extinguished to the point
of wanting nothing at all, not even union with God. Annihilation is a
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form of self-knowledge in which the soul, as a created entity, comes
to see herself as being nothing at all in comparison to the infinity of
God. Here the voice of humility has become the voice of outright self-
abnegation. Marguerite says that the soul “does not seek for knowledge
of God among the teachers of this world, but by truly despising this
world and herself.”?

That sounds like a rationale for punishing asceticism, as pursued by
Psellos’s mother, Theodote, and any number of saintly Christian women
going back to late antiquity. But actually Marguerite Porete was rather
unimpressed by asceticism and indeed by all attempts to exercise “vir-
tue” in this world.*® She thought that the annihilated soul can transcend
virtue, one of the teachings that appalled the church and was quoted
in the documents of the trial leading to her execution. Of course, her
point is not that one should live hedonistically, or engage in worldly vice.
Rather, the mystic “takes leave” of the whole arena of practical morality.
She does not virtuously resist desire but ceases to have desire at all. She
does not tame her will but aligns her will entirely with that of God, to
the point that there is no difference between them. Marguerite’s rather
abstract approach to the humility of the mystic puts her close to a figure
like Meister Eckhart, who also emphasized the “nothingness” of created
things and proposed that we should learn to subsume our will entirely
within the divine will. He may even have been influenced by Marguerite,
though this remains a matter of scholarly debate.’!

By contrast, prominent women thinkers of the later fourteenth cen-
tury, like Catherine of Siena (d. 1380) and Julian of Norwich (d. after
1416), pursued union with God using the tools of what has been called
“affective mysticism.”*? This style of mysticism is anything but abstract.
It can involve spectacular forms of self-chastisement. Famously, Cather-
ine starved to death after nourishing herself on nothing but the eucha-
ristic host. Other affective mystics went in for such practices as eating
the scabs and drinking the pus of lepers. This should provoke more than
lurid curiosity. What was the intellectual or spiritual rationale behind
such behavior? An answer has been provided by Caroline Walker By-
num’s Holy Fast and Holy Feast, one of the more influential books in
medieval studies from the past several decades.*> Bynum set out to ex-
plain why medieval women authors, and medieval male authors writing
about holy women, so frequently referred to food and used other images
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having to do with the body, as when they had visions of themselves nurs-
ing Christ or saw him before them on the wall, drenched in blood.

At the risk of oversimplifying, Bynum’s answer was that medieval
women embraced the close association of women with embodiment,
sexual reproduction, food production, and bodily fluids like blood and
breast milk. Taking their cue from the doctrines of the Incarnation and
the Eucharist, where the divine literally manifests in physical form, they
located spirituality and even sacredness in such physical phenomena.
Bynum says, “In a religiosity where wounds are the source of a moth-
er’s milk, fatal disease is a bridal chamber, pain or insanity clings to
the breast like perfume, physicality is hardly rejected or transcended.
Rather, it is explored and embraced.””* This is a plausible and fruit-
ful proposal that has been carried forward in significant ways by other
scholars like Amy Hollywood and Christina Van Dyke. I don’t want to
attempt anything that ambitious here but only to tease out an implication
already present in Bynum’s original study, namely, that the phenomenon
she identified represents a perfect synthesis of the dialectic of humility
and transcendence that I have been discussing.

In fact, affective mysticism and the more abstract doctrine of an-
nihilation found in Marguerite Porete represent two alternative ways to
speak simultaneously with the voices of humility and transcendence. If,
as Marguerite argues, the mystic is nothing at all apart from God, then
self-knowledge is becoming simultaneously aware of her infinite hu-
mility and her infinite transcendence. And if, as the affective mystics
seem to be suggesting, the divine is immanent in the most despised and
lowly aspects of our physical experience, then the supposedly humble
roles allowed to women in medieval culture, like the preparation of food
or the birthing and nursing of children, can be reconceived as exalted ac-
tivities that bring women into contact with God.

It makes perfect sense that the most ambitious, and most philosophi-
cally challenging, achievements of medieval women authors would take
this form. Excluded from the philosophical discourse of scholastic think-
ers, they could speak from a position of inferiority to those thinkers, em-
phasizing their weak femininity. Or they could speak from a position
of superiority, not thanks to any personal achievement, of course, but
thanks to the passive reception of a divine gift. This rhetorical posture
went together with admissions of inability to do “rational” philosophy in
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the fashion of an Aristotelian scholastic, or a refusal to do so. This kind
of philosophy is either too elevated for our women authors, or beneath
their contempt, or both at the same time. We’ve seen examples already
in Hildegard and Mechthild. Marguerite offers another one. In her di-
alogue Reason herself is one of the personifications, and this character
consistently fails to understand the teachings of Love, which are found
in “no book.” Reason thus raises a series of objections against Margue-
rite’s central idea of eliminating will. But ultimately Reason’s “death” is
declared and she departs the scene.®

Marguerite is, as usual, exceptional in her frank disdain for the dis-
course of the schoolmen, which was so important to the life and institu-
tions of the church at this time and beyond. Given that women could not
attend the universities, there was little or no prospect of a female thinker
taking the reverse approach and embracing scholastic discourse. Yet be-
fore long, women authors would get the opportunity to write on more or
less equal terms with men. This happened thanks to another movement
that was opposed to the methods and the very language of the school-
men: humanism. The seeds were already being planted in the fourteenth
century, as Dante (d. 1321), a contemporary of Marguerite Porete, and
somewhat later Petrarch (d. 1374) and Boccaccio (d. 1375), engaged in
many of the activities that would become characteristic of humanism
in the Italian Renaissance, like writing in the vernacular and devoting
philological effort to editing and translating long unread works of an-
tiquity. These efforts already played a role in shifting attitudes toward
the role of women in intellectual life. To write in the vernacular was to
write for a wider audience, including women, as explicitly recognized by
Dante in his Banquet (Convivio).® And one classicizing genre that be-
came popular in the Renaissance was the catalog of famous or virtuous
women, pioneered by Boccaccio in 1361.

Among those who followed his lead were several women authors
who likewise enumerated admirable pagan and Christian women from
ancient history. The City of Ladies by Christine de Pizan (d. ca. 1430)
and later works by figures of the Italian Renaissance like Moderata
Fonte (d. 1592), Lucrezia Marinella (d. 1653), and Arcangela Tarabotti
(d. 1652), rebutted the calumnies of misogynists and went so far as to say
that women are more virtuous than men, in fact more excellent than men
in every way. They even argued that women should after all be allowed
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to pursue scholastic learning. Lucrezia Marinella had a strong suspicion
about why women weren’t being trained in the sciences: “Man does not
permit women to apply herself to such studies, fearing, with reason, that
she will surpass him in them.”’

Here we see women abandoning the strategies of humility and tran-
scendence, claiming instead that women are capable of engaging, and ex-
celling, in the same sorts of discourse and speculation pursued by men.
But I think the main breakthrough, the one that allowed Renaissance
women to move past the two tactics that had animated and facilitated the
writing of medieval women, was not actually the so-called querelle des
femmes, or debate about women. It was, rather, the introduction of a new
standard for measuring intellectual ability: eloquence. In the first half
of the fifteenth century humanists like Coluccio Salutati (d. 1406), Leo-
nardo Bruni, and most aggressively, Lorenzo Valla (d. 1457) started to
polemicize against scholasticism and fetishize the use of excellent Latin.
They wanted to drop the barbarisms used in medieval translations of Ar-
istotle and usher in a new age of rhetorical refinement reviving the lan-
guage of Cicero.

The reason this is relevant for us is that women had much better
chances of acquiring superb Latin than receiving an advanced training
in scholasticism. The humanists were explicitly in favor of offering their
brand of education to women. Bruni wrote a letter to a noblewoman of
his acquaintance advising her that the study of classical rhetoric was ap-
propriate for those of her sex, even if women would have no opportu-
nity to engage in public oratory. Such study encourages virtue, so it is
good for everyone. Besides, as another author observed, these days the
better class of men wanted to marry educated ladies.*® But it seems that
male humanists did not anticipate the result, which was the emergence
of at least some women who could write Latin as well as they could.
We see this especially in published collections of letters by authors like
Isotta Nogarola (d. 1466), Laura Cereta (d. 1499), and Cassandra Fedele
(d. 1558).%

Admittedly, these figures do still tactically employ the voice of
humility to soften up their audience, as when Fedele calls herself a
“bold little woman” or “insignificant girl,” Nogarola apologizes for her
“girlish” letters, and Cereta refers to herself as “a mere female, inept



Finding Their Voices 113

at literary matters.” But this is clearly just false modesty, of the sort
typical of all humanist writing, and is coupled with straightforward
declarations of ambition. These women unabashedly stated their aim
to achieve “fame” and “glory” through their writings, just as male hu-
manists wished to do. And it worked. Cassandra Fedele was particularly
celebrated in her own time, with one observer proclaiming that she was
an “ornament for the greatness of [ Venice’s] empire” and had won glory
for her own sex rivaling that claimed by men.* Isotta Nogarola was
somewhat less famous, but after being praised by the humanist Gua-
rino Guarini, she wrote to him, “I have now achieved immortality and
need no longer be anxious about the public’s opinion and estimation of
me,” something she compared to the lasting reputation given to Socrates
thanks to the defense offered by Plato.*!

Perhaps alluding to her daring attempt to play on a level field with
men, Nogarola several times refers to stories from antiquity involving
cross-dressing: Euclides was banned from Athens as a citizen of Meg-
ara and disguised himself as a woman in order to study with Socrates;
Axiothea donned men’s clothing in order to visit Plato’s Academy.** As
these allusions also imply, women humanists were interested in attain-
ing a philosophical education, with their excellent Latin giving them the
right to do so. They would graduate, so to speak, from rhetoric to di-
alectic. Nogarola was encouraged by a male correspondent to study Ar-
istotle and his heirs, including not only scholastics of Latin Christendom
but also authors from the Islamic world like Avicenna, al-Ghazali, and
Averroes.® Fedele spoke of long nights spent awake reading the “Peri-
patetic philosophers.” Cereta too was burning the candle at both ends,
as she complained that domestic chores left her little time to study and
write, and advised her readers not to “waste nights sleeping.”**

That biographical detail reveals why the women humanists were not
really competing on a level field with men. The leading expert on these
figures, Margaret King, has pointed out that they usually peaked early
as young, unmarried women and then faced a fateful choice: marry and
give up scholarship or adopt a life of religious asceticism to justify their
single status.* Nogarola took the latter course, which enabled her to keep
living the life of the mind, whereas her similarly talented sister, Ginevre,
gave up that life to marry. Cereta married but was able to keep writing
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thanks to the early death of her husband. This recalls a line in Christine
de Pizan, consoling herself about the death of her own husband: at least it
gave her more time for her studies! Despite the silver lining, both women
were distraught over their husbands’ deaths. Cereta’s intellectual outlook
seems to have changed fundamentally after her harsh encounter with
mortality. She cited the death of her husband as a lesson in the unpredict-
ability of fortune and wrote, “Since this mortal life of ours will live on
after death, I have renounced—for it is holier to do so—that glory, tran-
sitory and slipping, which being full of the contrariness of earthly be-
ings, separates us from the true religion of pious faith.”*¢

So it would be an exaggeration to say that fifteenth- or sixteenth-
century women achieved equal opportunity with men when it came to
intellectual pursuits. Indeed, it would be an exaggeration to say that even
now in the twenty-first century. But as twenty-first-century readers I
think we can learn a lesson from the story I’ve just told, one that bears
on the themes of this book. We have been concerned with questions of
authority and belief formation and have seen that the answer to such
questions lies at least partially in giving a good second-order account
about the formation of first-order beliefs. For instance, even if we do not
have expertise in a given scientific field, we may be able to satisfy our-
selves that someone else has such expertise, for example, by looking at
their track record or their credentials. Women in the medieval period suf-
fered from a phenomenon that Miranda Fricker has dubbed “epistemic
injustice’ their authority was down-rated simply because they were
women.” To inflict epistemic injustice on someone is to use a faulty rule
of second-order belief formation. It might make sense to distrust some-
one’s views about who is likely to win the World Series if you find out
she has never actually watched a baseball match, but it wouldn’t make
sense to distrust someone’s views on this matter simply because she is
a woman.

My discussion of women authors from the medieval period has
shown how well they already understood the phenomenon of epistemic
injustice. Being subjected to a particularly severe form of it, they real-
ized that they needed to push back at the level of second-order belief.
They did so through a kind of tactical retreat, in which what we might
call “normal authority” was ceded to men. Hildegard, Mechthild, and
Marguerite did not claim authoritative expertise in matters of religion
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and science, at least not the kind of expertise claimed by clerics and scho-
lastics. Instead, they found ways to speak persuasively even as they en-
tirely disclaimed authority. A first part of this strategy was to adopt what
I have called the voice of humility: I may be a mere woman, but you
should listen to me anyway. This could underscore that the truths being
conveyed are in principle open to absolutely everyone, the point made by
Phillis Wheatley exhorting those Cambridge graduates to a more Chris-
tian way of life. Or it could involve restricting themselves to the domes-
tic realm, where even Aristotle had granted them an authoritative role.

The second part of the strategy was more daring and more cunning.
They presented themselves as passive conduits for an authority higher
than any churchman or schoolman. The more abject the woman’s stand-
ing, the more fitting she would be as a locus for God to reveal his grace.
Thus Mechthild speaks of allowing her soul to “sink to the lowest place
where God rules.”*® On this basis the voice of humility could be fused
with a voice of transcendence, with which these women would speak for
God himself. On the one hand, this was a bold demand that others take
them seriously. On the other hand, since the truth was claimed to come
from God and not the woman herself, listeners did not have to concede
epistemic standing to the woman herself. Indeed, medieval assumptions
about the inferiority of women made it all the more plausible to see them
as passive vessels for divine inspiration.

With the rise of humanism, new strategies offered themselves.
Now women could dare to contend openly for literary renown. Cas-
sandra Fedele even commented, “It is a very sweet victory indeed to
outstrip men of eloquence.”® As a result, the second-order dispute over
women’s testimony started to come into the open. Laura Cereta, speak-
ing rhetorically to men about their refusal to let women have a proper
education despite their equal talent, wrote: vestra est auctoritas, nos-
trum ingenium, meaning “you have the authority, but we have the in-
born ability.”*” One could cite any number of similar passages from the
women authors of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who wrote
against misogyny. They insisted that sex was irrelevant to intellectual
ability and even claimed that women have more potential than men.
Thus Moderata Fonte, writing in 1592, said, “We have just as much
right to speak about [scientific] subjects as they have, and if we were
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educated properly as girls, we’d outstrip men’s performance in any sci-
ence or art you care to name.”!

But of course the transition from the medieval age to the Renais-
sance was a gradual one. It’s not as if the pope sent a letter to the rest
of Europe in the year 1500 telling everyone to start reading Cicero and
get ready for the arrival of the printing press. If I had to name a single
author who best represents the shift I’ve just been describing, I would
choose Christine de Pizan. Her life spanned the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, and her works display both the typically “medieval” and the
typically “Renaissance” rhetorical strategies. Early in her writing ca-
reer, she showed herself an adept user of the voice of humility in the fa-
mous dispute she incited over the Romance of the Rose. This was right
around the turn of the fifteenth century. Christine complained of the
misogyny in this famous poem, written more than a hundred years pre-
viously by Jean de Meun and already celebrated as a classic of medieval
French literature, and containing passages where characters said things
like, ““You [women] are all now, will be, and have been, whores, in deed
or intention.”? To justify her impertinent attack on a widely admired
text, Christine pointed out that this was a rare topic on which she could
indeed speak with authority. Being female herself, she could claim some
insight into the moral psychology of other women. So this was an occa-
sion where men might want to listen to her despite her being, as she self-
deprecatingly described herself, a “woman of untrained intellect.” She
was right to anticipate this reaction. One of the men who rose in defense
of Jean de Meun sneeringly described her as “not lacking in intelligence
within the limits of her female capacity.”

Some years later, in works like the City of Ladies and the Vision,
Christine sounds more like the women humanists of the Renaissance.
She claims competence in traditionally male fields like scholastic thought
and even the history of ancient philosophy, which is summarized in the
second part of the Vision along with an allegorical description of her-
self moving through the halls of the University at Paris. The beginning
of the City of Ladies dramatizes her own emerging confidence. A fic-
tional version of Christine in the dialogue laments the inferiority of her
sex after reading a misogynist book. But she is then visited by several
“Ladies,” personifications of Reason, Justice, and Rectitude, who go on
to present her with an avalanche of historical evidence for the virtue of
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womankind. As Fonte and Marinella will later do, Christine de Pizan
here embraces Boccaccio’s project of cataloging “famous women” and
uses it to mount a frontal assault in the battle of the sexes. She has found
her voice, and she uses it to say things that it’s hard to imagine finding in
the writings of a “medieval” woman. My favorite example comes from
Christine’s Vision: “One day, a man criticized my desire for knowledge,
saying that it was inappropriate for a woman to be learned, as it was so
rare, to which I replied that it was even less fitting for a man to be igno-

rant, as it was so common.”*






CHAPTER 7

The Rule of Reason

Human and Animal Nature

As we’ve seen in this book, medieval thinkers devoted enormous time
and effort to considering the nature of acceptable belief. Not in the sense
that we usually associate with the medievals, where the question would
be which beliefs are religiously, or perhaps politically, acceptable. Rather,
in the sense of rationally acceptable. Do you need to ensure for yourself
that your beliefs are definitely true or at least well justified? Or can you
depend for your beliefs on authoritative figures and texts? If so, which
authorities should you take as reliable? And how might you establish
yourself as a reliable authority for others, especially if you are a mem-
ber of an oppressed group, like women? In all this it has been taken more
or less for granted that it is a good thing to take care forming one’s be-
liefs or, even better, to attain full-blown knowledge. Intellectuals looked
down on the sizable majority of humans who failed to manage this, or at
least failed to manage it as well as the intellectuals could.

But why exactly was it better to be a member of the elite, to have
beliefs that had been formed in the “acceptable” way? It’s unlikely that
this was a matter of sheer utility or practicality. For one thing, medieval
philosophers were rarely utilitarians. For another, they standardly fol-
lowed Aristotle’s division of philosophy into theoretical and practical
spheres. It would seem odd, or even incoherent, to explain the value of
theoretical philosophy in terms of practical utility. Then too, worries of
epistemic luck notwithstanding, it might be just as practically useful to
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be the follower of a reliable authority as to be the authority oneself. This
is a version of a point already made in Plato’s Meno: true belief about
how to travel to a certain destination will get you there just as well as
knowledge would, so the true belief is “no less useful” (97b—c). But the
medievals clearly held that, even in a situation where expertise and slav-
ish acceptance of instruction from an expert will get you equally good
results, it is still preferable to be the expert.

In a medieval context this attitude was not just in need of justi-
fication, but downright problematic. Moses, Christ, and Muhammad
offered prophetic truth and salvation to everyone, not just to experts,
scientists, and intellectuals. In their Bibles the Christians could read
Saint Paul saying that “God has made foolish the wisdom of the world
(tnv cooiav 10D ko6cpov)” (1 Corinthians 1:20), a line seized upon by
late ancient and medieval authors who wanted to put pagan philoso-
phers, and contemporaries who admired them, in their place.! At the
other end of the spectrum were the hard-core rationalists of the Islamic
world, men like al-Farabt and Averroes, who were more or less “profes-
sionally” committed to the study of Aristotle. These falasifa, and elitists
of the kalam tradition like al-Ghazalt, saw themselves as having the ob-
ligation of the mujtahid to think for himself, just as ordinary folk have
the obligation of the mugallid to accept the judgment of authority. Both
kinds of person are “doing what they ought to,” but of course the muj-
tahid is superior to the mugallid, even if both are carrying out their epi-
stemic and religious duties.

In this final chapter, I want to focus on one medieval rationale for this
preference, for valuing reason and knowledge so highly: namely, that it
is only by this means that we fully realize human nature itself. The locus
classicus (in every sense of the phrase) for this idea is Aristotle, Nicoma-
chean Ethics 1.7. Here we find the famous ergon, or function, argument,
which contends that happiness lies in the excellent performance of the
distinctive human function, namely, the use of reason. Aristotle explic-
itly contrasts humans to plants and to animals, who are incapable of rea-
son and so do not share that function, though they do have in common
with us the “life of sense perception.” “What remains,” he says, “is the
active life of that which has reason (Agimetar oM TpoktiKng T1g 0D AdYOV
£yovtoc), on the one hand that which can obey reason (émineifeg Aoy®),
on the other hand that which can think (Stavoovpevov)” (1098a3-5).
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According to Aristotle, then, the most happy life will be the life that is
most fully human. This will be the life in which the capacity for reason is
used excellently, since it is the capacity for reason that makes us humans
and not mere animals, or even worse, plants. So here we have our justi-
fication for valuing superior use of reason. It is constitutive of the happy
life, and the happy life is the best life.

As Aristotle says in the final phrase just quoted, the rationality that
is proper to humanity has two aspects, defined in terms of obedience
and thinking. Both aspects became important in medieval discussions
about how humans differ from other animals. To understand the aspect
of human nature that is obedient to reason, the medievals looked back
to the same author Aristotle himself surely had in mind, Plato. In his
dialogues, especially the Republic, Phaedrus, and Timaeus, Plato de-
scribed the human soul as having three parts, namely, reason, spirit, and
desire.? This account is pervasive in discussions of moral psychology in
the Islamic world. As mentioned in chapter 5, the transmission of Pla-
to’s dialogues into Arabic was rather incomplete, but the works of Galen
were translated on a massive scale. Through Galen’s paraphrases of di-
alogues, including the Timaeus, and through Galen’s own works, the
theory of the tripartite soul was well known in Arabic.

An excellent example is Abti Bakr al-Razi’s debate with his fellow
townsman Abl Hatim. As we saw in chapter 5, al-Raz1 considered him-
self a follower of Plato, albeit one who reserved the right to make up
his own mind. This attitude is well illustrated by his ethical treatise the
Spiritual Medicine. Tt devotes some pages to explaining the theory of the
tripartite soul, which is ascribed to both Plato and Socrates. In this case
al-Raz1 does not have to choose between endorsing the authority of Plato
and Aristotle. In a syncretic move often found in Arabic philosophical
works of the formative period, he simply assumes that the tripartite soul
of the Republic and Timaeus can be conflated with the three faculties of
soul in Aristotle. Thus he speaks of an “irascible and animal soul” and
a “vegetative, growth, appetitive” soul as aspects of the human soul that
are lower than the rational soul.*

The reason this theory of soul is so important in an ethical context
is that, from al-Raz1’s point of view, defects of character typically stem
from a failure of reason to dominate the lower souls. He makes this point
the centerpiece of his whole ethical teaching.



122 Don't Think for Yourself

The most noble and greatest principle, and the most useful in reach-
ing the goal of this book of ours, is the subduing of desire, opposing
what nature calls us to do in most cases.’

He repeatedly states that the rational restraint of natural desire is a dis-
tinctively human capacity, indeed the distinctive human capacity, as in
the immediate sequel of the quotation just above.

This is the primary respect in which people are superior to beasts:
the sovereignty of volition and unleashing action only after delibera-
tion (rawiyya). For beasts are not capable of checking themselves
from what nature calls them to do, and they act without restraining
themselves or deliberating over it.

And again later on, with reference to the tendencies of the irascible or
“animal” soul:

One should control oneself so that, at a moment of anger, one acts
only after thought (fikr) and deliberation. . . . [O]ne should not, in
common with beasts, unleash action with no deliberation.®

At the very outset of the Spiritual Medicine al-Razi has extolled reason
(‘agl) as a great gift to humans from God, already indicating that it is
through reason that we are better than “irrational animals.”” The “medi-
cine” offered in the work thus consists of advice for strengthening one’s
reason to keep the lower soul in check, extirpating tendencies like wrath-
fulness, gluttony, licentiousness, and even fidgeting. On this last topic al-
Razi tells the story of a king who was shamed into not toying with his
beard, a case of the rational soul being supported by the irascible soul,
which values honor, to defeat the appetitive soul.®

The Refinement of Character, an influential work on ethics written
by Miskawayh (d. 1030), draws more heavily on Aristotle’s Ethics than
al-Raz1 had done. But Miskawayh likewise uses the Platonic theory of
the tripartite soul and defines virtue in terms of reason’s control over the
lower parts of the soul.’ Also like al-Razi and Galen before him, Miska-
wayh draws an extended analogy between the training of character and
the sort of regime recommended by doctors for bodily health. Ethical
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advice is, in other words, medicine for the soul rather than the body.
Neither author recommends extirpating the desires of the lower souls
entirely. The desire for physical pleasure, for example, is rooted in the
lowest, “appetitive” soul. It plays an important function by leading us to
pursue what our bodies need, whether this be food and drink or sex.!" So
it is not always animalistic to have lower desires and act on them, even
if Miskawayh calls the appetitive soul “bestial (bahimiyya).” Surrender-
ing oneself to pleasure, though, does mean acting like a pig or a worm
and falling below the rank of the properly human.!> When people of this
sort do use their rational soul, it is instrumentalized for the sake of pur-
suing pleasure.

Similarly, the middle soul and its capacity to feel anger can be use-
ful. Much as al-Razt suggested that its sensitivity to dishonor can moti-
vate us to act well, for instance, by not fidgeting, Miskawayh says that
agitation of the irascible soul can help quell cowardice.”* But both au-
thors think that excessive anger is a disease of the soul and provide ad-
vice on how to avoid this. Miskawayh’s discussion of anger is, in fact, a
good illustration of his more generally harmonizing approach to ancient
ethics. He identifies anger as an agitation of the irascible soul, as Platonic
psychology would suggest. But he also urges us to cultivate an Aristo-
telian virtue with respect to irascibility. We ought to strike a mean be-
tween two vicious extremes, in this case feeling neither too much nor too
little anger. And he adds that anger involves the boiling of blood around
the heart, also mentioned by Aristotle."* Finally, Miskawayh takes a leaf
from Galen by talking about the way different bodily temperaments lead
to greater or lesser irascibility. The point of controlling anger, again, is
to ensure that we are “amenable to reason,” for instance, capable of tak-
ing good advice, which would be impossible in a furious mood."* (People
who write books of ethical advice tend to emphasize the importance of
being able to take advice about ethics.)

So al-Razi and Miskawayh both endorsed what the Hellenistic philo-
sophical tradition called metriopatheia, or moderation of the passions,
rather than apatheia, the extirpation or complete subdual of the passions.
While Islam has of course not been without its ascetic tendencies, it was
common for Muslim intellectuals to criticize Christians for being overly
hostile to bodily desire. Thus Yahya Ibn ‘Adi, a Christian thinker dis-
cussed in previous chapters, who worked between the times of al-Razt
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and Miskawayh, felt the need to respond to (presumably Muslim) crit-
ics of the Christian ideal of monastic chastity (‘iffa).!® Ibn ‘AdT saw total
domination of bodily desire as a kind of heroic, perhaps supererogatory
feat that is to be pursued by a spiritual elite, an equivalent in the moral
sphere of the epistemic elite so often discussed in this book. This is how
he deals with the objection that chastity would lead to the extinction of
the human race: only a select few will be capable of this virtue, so the
honoring of chastity will have little or no impact on overall population.
Similar ideas can be found in late ancient pagan ethics, for example, in
Porphyry’s On Abstinence, which discourages the killing and eating of
animals but aims its arguments only at philosophers.

Indeed, for all their theological disagreements, Neoplatonists and
late ancient Christian intellectuals had this in common: they were at-
tracted by the ideal of apatheia, in which the lower soul and its desires
would be not just moderated and overseen by reason, but entirely elimi-
nated as sources of effective motivation. A paradigm example is the
“desert father” Evagrius (d. 399), who understood the passions (pathe) of
the lower soul to be the vulnerable point at which demonic influence can
turn us away from God.” Moving forward into the medieval Christian
traditions, we have already seen with the example of Psellos’s encomium
of his mother how Byzantine piety could manifest itself as extreme
asceticism. Psellos even calls his mother’s ascetic lifestyle “philosophy,”
a usage that itself goes back to late antiquity. And of course this kind of
“philosophy” was not only for women. The Hesychast movement, which
culminated in the work of the late Byzantine theologian Gregory Pala-
mas, drew on earlier figures like Maximus the Confessor (d. 662) and
Symeon the New Theologian (d. 1022) who portrayed bodily asceticism
as a preparation for a mystical vision of God."®

The same general idea, in which desires bubble up from the lower
parts of our psychology and need to be restrained by reason, is some-
thing we also find in Latin Christendom. One idea, which goes all the
way back to Stoic authors such as Seneca, was that emotional reactions
and affective desires are more or less spontaneous “motions” that may
or may not lead to action, depending on whether the rational mind al-
lows itself to be incited."” The sight of an attractive member of the op-
posite sex might provoke a lustful instinctive reaction in the soul, but we
are not forced to act in accordance with that reaction. In early medieval
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thought there was a debate as to whether these initial motions are them-
selves sinful. At a minimum they are a consequence of sin, because in
our prelapsarian state the affective motions would have been effortlessly
subject to the rational will. But whether each wicked, “instinctive” de-
sire counts as a new sin would depend on whether they are subject to ra-
tional control, if only by planning ahead. Knowing that you have lustful
urges when you see members of the opposite sex, you might retreat to a
monastery or convent to get away from them. This topic gave rise to an-
other version of the contrast between humans and animals. Animals are
incapable of sin, because in their case, neither their initial urges nor the
actions they perform as a result are subject to their deliberate control.

Ethics, like just about every other area of philosophy, was trans-
formed in the thirteenth century as readers of Latin gained access to a
wider range of works by Aristotle.? The Aristotelian understanding of
virtue as a mean between extremes had to be either rejected or adapted
for the Christian context. The latter was a challenge, since central Chris-
tian values like faith and charity don’t seem to fit the Aristotelian scheme
of virtues as means between extremes (surely it is not unvirtuous to be
excessively charitable, or have too much faith). Thomas Aquinas han-
dled this problem by distinguishing between natural and theological vir-
tues, the former conceived as means between extremes, the latter not.?' In
keeping with this, he moved away from the more ascetic tendencies of the
Christian tradition. The ideal to be followed in respect of bodily desire is
moderation and control, not elimination.

Aquinas goes into these issues in a question of his Summa theolo-
giae devoted to the desires of the sensitive soul. In an echo of the Platonic
tripartite theory, he distinguishes between two kinds of sensitive desire:
irascible and concupiscent.”” He makes it clear that these desires are in-
deed useful, since they are really just tendencies to pursue what is suit-
able and avoid what is unsuitable. For them to play their appropriate role
they need to be guided by reason. Predictably, Aquinas thus contrasts our
situation with that of animals. We are not moved by desire alone but only
once reason judges and the will decides. As for animals, they simply re-
spond automatically to whatever attracts or repels them: a hungry sheep
will instinctively go for fresh grass and turn up its nose at steak.

We’ve seen this point already in al-Razi, but Aquinas alludes to a
different thinker of the Islamic world to explain how it works: Avicenna.
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He repeats Avicenna’s famous example, pervasive in scholastic and even
early modern European philosophy, of the sheep that is afraid of the
wolf.? Since the wolf’s hostility is not visible, or audible, or accessible
by any of the five external senses, Avicenna thought that the sheep must
be perceiving the hostility through some other capacity, which he called
wahm.** In English this is usually called the “estimative” faculty, in imi-
tation of the Latin translation, aestimatio. By invoking the estimative
faculty, Avicenna and Aquinas after him could explain how animals are
able to form preferences that would be otherwise inexplicable, like the
sheep that flees the wolf but shows affection toward the lamb. Of course,
animals have no rational control over these reactions. How could they,
since they are not rational?*

A standard way to think about the difference between human cog-
nition and the cognition enjoyed by animals through estimation, and
their perceptive faculties in general, is that animal cognition is limited
to grasping particulars, whereas humans can use reason to think about
universals. This is true of desires, as Robert Miner has pointed out in the
case of Aquinas: “The sensitive appetite tends toward concrete singulars
that are apprehended by the senses, whereas the rational appetite tends
toward universal goods that are perceived by the intellect.”?® This is why
sheep can only fear one wolf at a time and not consider the fact that
wolves in general really seem to have it in for sheep in general. But the
point also applies outside the sphere of motivation, to cognition in gen-
eral. The sheep can perceive that some given grass is green, remember
the grass it saw yesterday, and so on. But it cannot think about the color
green or the nature of grass as such. The dividing line between human
and animal thus runs along a set of binary contrasts: rational versus ir-
rational; intellectual soul versus sensory soul; universal concepts versus
particular impressions.?’

It would be a large endeavor to trace the history of this opposition,
but in the medieval part of that story it is again Avicenna who would
play a leading role. Not only did he devise the influential theory just
discussed in order to explain the complexity of animal behavior while
stopping short of ascribing reason to them. He also used the contrast be-
tween particular and universal to establish a fundamental metaphysical
divide between human souls and animal souls. He argued that humans
could not entertain universal concepts or make universal judgments if
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their intellects were seated in a bodily organ.”® Here too his ideas were
taken up by many later thinkers, not least in the Latin Christian world.
The result was that rational thought, ever since Aristotle the basis for de-
fining the best human life in opposition to a life “fit for beasts,” now also
became the basis for showing that humans are beings of a fundamen-
tally different kind from animals. We are in part immaterial beings, with
souls that are united to bodies but able to survive bodily death and ex-
ercise some capacities without using any bodily organ. Animals by con-
trast are nothing more than ensouled bodies.

This brings us back to our initial question: Why is it valuable to
make good of use one’s reasoning and one’s capacity for intellective re-
flection? Because, no less than using reason to constrain desire, it is de-
finitive of what it means to be human. Someone who doesn’t use reason,
and use it well, in both practical and theoretical contexts, is not living a
fully human life. There is a passage in Averroes that makes this point in
dramatic terms.

The name “human” is predicated equivocally of a human being who
is perfected by a speculative science and of one who is not perfected
by it or who does not have aptitude to be perfected by it. Similarly the
name “human” is predicated equivocally of a living and dead human
being, or of a rational human being and one that is made of stone.”

In other words, if you aren’t a philosopher, then you might as well be an
animal. And of course most people are not philosophers. Indeed, the Re-
naissance Averroist Pietro Pomponazzi remarked that “almost an infinite
number of men seem to have less intellect than many beasts.”*°

We already know what Averroes and his followers would understand
by being a philosopher, or being “perfected by speculative science.” As
explained above in chapter 2, it involves grasping universal and neces-
sary truths. If you go through life failing to do this, just perceiving and
pursuing (or avoiding) particular objects and never engaging in universal
science, you are not fully human. Was there any way to avoid this con-
clusion, to adopt a less damning verdict on the non-philosophers from
within this medieval anthropology? We might explore the possibility
that there are psychological faculties unique to humans that fall short of
full-blown intellection. Using these could be a way of leading a properly
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human life, without needing to engage in theoretical inquiry. Averroes
himself offered a candidate for such a faculty, in the shape of the “cogita-
tive power (al-quwwa al-fikriyya).”*' This power enables us to engage in
thought (fikr) about particulars.’> Like Avicenna, Averroes assumes that
if this power grasps particulars it must itself be particular. Thus cogita-
tion, unlike intellection, is a function carried out in a bodily organ, the
brain (to be specific, the middle ventricle).

While this might suggest that animals too could be capable of cogi-
tation—after all, they would not need immaterial, intellective souls to
do so—Averroes denies this, holding that engaging in cogitation is pos-
sible only for beings endowed with reason.*® It is our possession of this
function, then, that makes it possible for us to think rationally without
thinking at a universal level. Which certainly makes sense. Clearly all
humans, even philosophers, spend plenty of time thinking without en-
gaging in scientific inquiry. Even if all you are doing is thinking ratio-
nally about what to have for dinner (as opposed to merely desiring food,
seeing food, or remembering what you ate last night), you are still doing
more than any animal can manage. Thus even if humans who do not
pursue intellection and scientific knowledge are not, by Averroes’s reck-
oning, fully realizing the potentialities given to humans by nature, they
would still be living distinctively human lives.

In that same question from the Summa that I mentioned earlier,
Aquinas brings up the cogitative faculty posited by Averroes. He ex-
plains that it is the human analogue of what, in animals, is mere esti-
mation.** But the difference between the animal and human cases is a
telling one, because it still turns on the use of universals. Aquinas says
that cogitation is sometimes called “particular reasoning (ratio particu-
laris)” because it deals with particular properties called “intentions,” just
as does the sheep’s estimative faculty, which grasps the “intention” of
hostility (the Arabic word for this is ma'nd). The sensitive desire can be
moved by such an intention, which again is just the same as in an animal.
The difference is that in humans, universal reason can step in as a guide.
Aquinas alludes here to Aristotle’s theory of the practical syllogism. The
basic idea would be that if a person is thinking about what to have for
dinner, they might reason as follows: all healthy things are to be eaten,
that salad in the fridge is healthy, so I should eat the salad.
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This is all the work of reason, not intellect, since the latter deals ex-
clusively with universal intelligibles, whereas everyday rational thought
gets to particular conclusions from universal principles (deducere uni-
versalia principia in conclusiones singulares, non est opus simplicis
intellectus, sed rationis). While this illustration involves a practical deci-
sion, it’s obvious that this theory can be generalized to cases that do not
call for action. Indeed, if you couldn’t apply universal truths to particular
cases, then universal science could never be deployed at all. I need, for
instance, to know that this is a triangle to use my knowledge that all tri-
angles have internal angles equal to two right angles (an example used in
the opening chapter of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics).

There is a fine line to be walked here. If we admit that “thinking”
could be a much less exalted thing, the sort of thing every person does all
day, we run the risk of having to admit that thinking is not unique to hu-
mans after all. After all, don’t animals evidently “think” about things like
what to eat, how to get at food, where to build their nests, and the like?
Aquinas’s discussion of cogitation shows how to avoid admitting this. He
insists that all “thinking” involves universals to some extent, so if animals
have no grasp of universals, they cannot think. And indeed, unlike the
human power of cogitation, animal estimation never involves the actual
use of a universal or grasp of a universal as such.® But some medievals
disagreed with this. Al-Razi mentions an observation already made in
antiquity, that a mouse can use its tail to extract oil from a bottle. He
finds it unbelievable that the mouse could do this without “thought” and
“reflection” (fikr, rawiyya).*®* A contemporary of Aquinas, Roger Bacon
(d. ca. 1292), discusses the similar case of a cat draining water out of a
vessel to get at a fish. But he stops short of saying that the cat has some-
thing like human reasoning, classifying such animal behaviors as quasi-
reasoning: “as if they were inferring a conclusion from premises.”*’

Critics of scholasticism detected a weak point here, and duly pressed
it. In the Islamic world, post-Avicennan thinkers wondered whether it is
really true that the estimative faculty (wahm) can function without using
universals. Thus Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1 wrote:

True, what exists outside the mind [e.g., hostility] is something par-
ticular, and in something particular, namely a certain wolf. But the
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scope by which I know it is something universal, just as, when some-
one knows that there is one man in this house, what he knows is
something universal. For “man who is in this house” can be said in-
terchangeably of numerous [men], even though this man is in him-
self particular, and this house too is in itself particular.

This objection seems pretty plausible: the sheep is after all spurred to
run away by any manifestation of hostility in a predator, not by any-
thing special about the unique hostility manifested by this wolf. Why not
then suppose that the sheep is operating with a general concept of hostil-
ity, that is, a universal? Another example discussed by Avicenna is even
more susceptible to this objection. He mentions how a dog may fear all
sticks, because of having been beaten by one stick in the past.** That cer-
tainly suggests that the dog can generalize from one experience to a uni-
versal rule (“Sticks are dangerous!”).

In the Latin Christian world we find the humanist Lorenzo Valla
mounting, within his wide-ranging attack on Aristotelian scholasticism,
a refutation of the whole contrast between rational humans and irratio-
nal animals. Characteristically he traces the mistake to a philological
problem, which is that the Greek word aloga, applied to animals, can
mean both “irrational” and “non-speaking.” It’s true that animals don’t
talk, but it was from the beginning an error to suppose that they cannot
reason.** Animals can also make choices, according to Valla, something
we’ve seen philosophers consistently denying because they thought that
animals react instinctively to each stimulus. Valla is, admittedly, a rather
special case because of his unusually strong animus against scholas-
ticism. But quite a few thinkers of the Italian Renaissance questioned
whether it is possible to draw a firm boundary between animal and
human.* Tommaso Campanella went so far as to say that some animals
can “syllogize,” as when a dog infers from the smell of its prey which
way it should run in pursuit. Having said this, even Campanella reserves
rationality properly speaking to humans.

The gradual blurring of the line between human and animal is apt
to strike us as an obvious case of philosophical progress. These me-
dieval and Renaissance thinkers seem to have been inching their way
toward the gradualism we now take for granted in the wake of Darwin-
ism. When we see apes and monkeys being described as being strikingly
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similar to humans—another, very early medieval example is Isidore of
Seville (d. 636), who explains that the Latin for “apes” is simia “because
one can see a strong similarity (similitudo) to human reason in them”**—
we want to urge the medievals to take the next step, giving up altogether
on a sharp divide between “higher”” animals and humans. But there was a
significant downside to gradualism too. It opened the possibility of con-
signing some humans to a kind of intermediate class, not really animal
but not fully human and so not deserving of normal moral consideration
or respect.

Here one might think of Maimonides’s remarks on irreligious
peoples, mentioned in the introduction to this book, or in chapter 4, Ni-
ketas of Byzantium’s accusation that Islam makes its adherents “similar
to the irrational animals.” Or consider the charge made by Christians
against Jews for being preoccupied with the concerns of the body, which
I discussed in chapter 3. In light of the ideas I’ve been discussing in this
final chapter, it becomes clear that this was in effect an accusation of
being, if not actually irrational, then insufficiently dominated by prop-
erly rational concerns. Jews, in other words, are living less fully human
lives than Christians, a sentiment that may easily be connected to more
overt and often violent persecution of Jews in medieval Christian culture.

A more curious and, in terms of its direct practical consequences,
innocuous example is pygmies. They were notoriously discussed by Al-
bert the Great as a marginal case straddling the human/animal divide.®
Not that Albert ever met a pygmy, of course. But based on literary re-
ports about these semi-mythical beings, he concluded that they are not
genuinely rational and are thus animals, not humans. They do, however,
have a “‘shadow of reason” that makes them superior to all other animals
like monkeys, which simply have a very strong estimative power. Like
his student Aquinas, Albert thought the decisive criterion is the use of
universals. He assumed that even if pygmies manage to communicate
with one another, they must never use language that designates univer-
sals, since they are not really human.

Albert’s discussion foreshadowed a debate with far more momen-
tous consequences, which was provoked by the Europeans’ encounter
with the so-called Indians of the Americas. This event provided matter
for centuries’ worth of philosophical controversy and theological specu-
lation. Were the “Indians” descended from Adam and Eve? Were they
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subject to original sin, and if so, why had they been allowed to live for so
long without being offered redemption through the sacrifice of Christ?
Were they capable of morally good actions, like pre-Christian pagans ar-
guably had been?** And, most germane to our purposes, should the na-
tive Americans be considered proper human beings at all? Were they, in
other words, rational?

A passionate advocate for the welfare of the native Americans was
Bartolomé de las Casas (d. 1566). He was a Spanish Dominican who
lived in the Americas and participated in the encomienda system, even
owning slaves, until he became convinced that the violence exercised by
his countrymen against the “Indians” was unacceptable. As he tells us,
his stance was anticipated by Antonio de Montesinos, another friar who
denounced the Spaniards in a speech delivered in 1511. Tellingly, Mon-
tesinos framed his polemic as follows: “Are these not men? Do they not
have rational souls? Are you not obliged to love them as yourselves?”#
Taking his cue from this, Las Casas determined to disabuse his fellow
Spaniards of their “error of thinking that the Indians were not rational be-
ings.”*® He argued that they were in fact “truly men” and indeed gentle,
upright folk whose language and civil society proved that they were even
admirable members of the human race. Referring to the care with which
native parents raised their children, he wrote:

Did Plato, Socrates, Pythagoras, or even Aristotle leave us better
or more natural or more necessary exhortations to the virtuous life
than these barbarians delivered to their children? Does the Christian
religion teach us more, save the faith and what it teaches us of in-
visible and supernatural matters? Therefore, no one may deny that
these people are fully capable of governing themselves and of liv-
ing like men of good intelligence and more than others well ordered,
sensible, prudent, and rational.¥’

In his extensive reportage of the cruelties borne by the “Indians,” Las
Casas frequently observed that they were nonetheless treated by the
Spanish as if they were mere animals. When he tried to persuade his
countrymen that this was evil, they reacted as if “it was a bad dream,
hearing the strange news that they could not hold Indians in service with-
out sinning, as if telling them that they couldn’t use beasts of the field.”*
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But Las Casas was opposed by defenders of the conquistadors, most
prominently the Aristotelian scholar Juan Gines de Sepulveda (d. 1573).
In writings and in an oral debate with Las Casas, held in Valladolid in
155051, Septlveda argued that the “Indians” were indeed in some sense
subhuman. He did not, however, argue that they were literally nonhu-
man, if only because the excuse for the depravities being inflicted in
the New World was that its inhabitants needed to be converted to Chris-
tianity. As Las Casas pointed out, this goal was pursued more in the
breach than in the observance: “I can attest that neither then nor in sub-
sequent years was there any more effort to bring Christianity to these
people than there was to teach the Faith to the mares and horses and other
beasts of the field.”* Still, the rhetoric of conversion presupposed that the
native Americans did in fact have human souls to save.

Sepulveda duly acknowledged this, as when he fobbed off praise of
their orderly communities by asking what this proved, “except that they
are not bears or monkeys and that they are not completely devoid of rea-
son?”% Still he needed to argue that the native Americans fell below even
the status of European children. After all, the Spaniards did not think it
was all right to enslave their own children to work in silver mines, or beat
them to death for the slightest resistance or even for sport, as they were
doing to the peoples they had encountered in the Americas. Knowing his
Aristotle, Sepulveda appealed to a concept he could find in the latter’s
Politics, “natural slavery.”! Again, the notion that rationality is defini-
tive of proper humanity was central here. Natural slaves are in a sense
like children who will never grow up. Their rational faculty is so under-
developed that they need guidance from the outside to live good lives,
or rather, the best lives possible for them. Septlveda argued that it was
a positive boon for the native Americans to be Christianized and domi-
nated by Europeans. They had thereby been “converted from barbarians
and barely men into humans and civilized men to the extent that they can
be.”? In fact, they were already born as slaves, so by taking possession
of them the conquistadors were simply ratifying in law what was already
true by nature.>

Sepulveda, who by the way never set foot in the New World, thought
the natural slavery of the “Indians” was clear from reports about their
practices, for example, human sacrifice. From this it was evident that the
native Americans were incapable of grasping the “natural law,” an inborn
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sense of right and wrong that, according to none other than Thomas
Aquinas, should guide each person through their rational faculty.’* Las
Casas, no less a devotee of Aquinas, countered that obedience to the
natural law would require benevolence to the native Americans, not cru-
elty and enslavement. In fact, he argued, it was the Spanish who were
behaving like wild beasts. As this aspect of the debate shows, medieval
notions of rationality were still operative in a literally life-and-death con-
troversy of the sixteenth century. As, indeed, was the notion that grasp-
ing universals is a constitutive part of human reasoning. When laying
out the natural law, Aquinas explained that this law consists of prin-
ciples that are the same for everyone, though their application may vary
from one situation to another.*® Which should sound familiar. His ac-
count of natural law and its application has the same structure as his ac-
count of cogitation, which applies to particulars the universal judgments
performed by the intellect. Thus moral reasoning in accordance with the
natural law is, according to Aquinas, indeed reasoning. It should come
as no surprise that animals cannot do it.%” In this respect, Septlveda saw
the native Americans as being human in body and in soul but animalis-
tic in their way of life and their cognitive capacities, and thus in need of
guidance by the more rational Europeans.

One of the things that we can learn from this sorry episode is that
the medievals tended to see a close analogy between social hierarchy
and a hierarchy of powers within the soul.’® I began this chapter by ask-
ing why it is so important to be rational anyway and said in answer that
it is rationality that makes humans properly human. This means having
reason rule within the soul, by controlling or entirely suppressing the
lower soul faculties, and by drawing on lower forms of cognition to ar-
rive at rationally well-justified beliefs and, ideally, scientific knowledge.
In just the same way, the most “rational” members of society—mean-
ing well-educated adult men—were expected to rule over other humans,
the women and children in their families, the peasants and the slavish in
wider society. This authority was both political and epistemic.

A particularly clear expression of the attitude can be found, once
again, in Aquinas. He discusses the topic of “implicit faith,” which is
usefully defined by J. A. Dinoia as follows: “the dispositions of one who
is a member of the [religious] community, who accepts what is taught
in it as right . . . even though he may not be able fully to articulate all
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the teachings of his community in their totality and complexity.”® As
Aquinas explains (S72.2, Q. 2, art. 6), revelation must “reach the worse
people through the better people (ad inferiores pervenit per superiores),”
with the latter relating to the former as angels do to humans. This frees
the simple believer from any expectation that they can explain their faith
in words or, as Aquinas notes (ad. obj. 1), have to answer difficult ques-
tions on religious topics (non sunt examinandi de subtilitatibus fidei).
One should expect of them only that they not cling obstinately to error
(ad. obj. 3).

Aquinas’s forbearing approach is analogous to the Muslim theolo-
gians who encouraged, or even required, the adoption of taglid by com-
mon believers: his contrast between “better” and “worse” people is
reminiscent of that between the mujtahid and the mugallid. His discus-
sion of implicit faith is also relevant to the topic I’ve just been discussing,
the status occupied by non-Christians, in the New World or otherwise.
As John Marenbon has pointed out, Aquinas applied the notion of im-
plicit faith to the case of wise non-Christians who followed the teachings
of Jewish prophets or simply believed in divine providence.®® But this
does not mean that the condition of the simple Christian is no different
from, and no better than, that of the virtuous pagan. Once the “New
World” was discovered, Christian authorities had a new and urgent rea-
son to insist on this point. In the sixteenth century, even as the Spanish
were forcing Christianity on inhabitants of the “New World,” the Inqui-
sition in Spain itself was condemning the doctrine that “many barbarians
and Gentiles and Turks and Moors, although they have no knowledge of
our faith, just by believing and understanding that there was but one God
and by living in accordance with natural law, could be saved.”!

In general, then, and notwithstanding occasional objections from
figures like the women humanists discussed in the previous chapter,
or moral crusaders like Las Casas, the medievals typically took for
granted that the elite had a monopoly on both the tools of violence and
the means of knowledge. I’ve been arguing in this book that we have
valuable things to learn about authority and belief from the medievals.
This, clearly, is not one of them. Nor is the fundamental contrast they
drew between humans and animals really sustainable. For example, the
ubiquitous claim that animals cannot withstand desire turns out to be
false. Monkeys and large-brained birds will restrain themselves from
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eating food if put in an experimental situation where they know they
will get more, or preferable, food if they wait instead of eating what has
already been given to them. Indeed, they do about as well on tests like
this as human children (and probably better than I would do, to be hon-
est).®? Then too, as we’ve already seen, some medievals already noticed
that animals seem to be capable of rational thought, since they can make
plans, solve unfamiliar problems, and make apparent use of universal
concepts and judgments.

These facts are inconvenient for the medieval anthropology, which
invested so much in defining humans in opposition to animals. But there
may still be ideas we can take from the Aristotelian tradition that remain
attractive today. One strategy could be to focus attention, not on the gen-
eral capacity for thought or the deployment of universal concepts, since
these are arguably present in other animals too. We could instead suggest
that animals do not engage in second-order reflection on their beliefs. A
cat might believe that the best way to get at a fish is to drain the water
from the fishbowl, but it presumably does not ask itself whether this be-
lief is well justified or whether the belief counts as knowledge. Animals
can also learn from each other, but it is plausible to suppose that they
don’t operate with conscious criteria for deciding which other animals
are worth imitating. If this is right, then the epistemological policies I
looked at earlier in this book, when I talked about justified faglid, turn
out to be policies that only humans are capable of instituting. To the ex-
tent that we place value on the cognitive capacities that are unique to hu-
mans, we now have another reason to make intelligent use of authority:
this is a kind of intelligence that is uniquely human.

But here’s a second thought. If we go all the way back to Aristotle’s
function argument, we may wonder (as many commentators have done)
why it should be so important that rationality, or some more specific ap-
plication of intelligence, is unique or peculiar to humans.® If it turns out
that, say, apes are also rational or capable of second-guessing which other
apes are worth treating as authoritative, would that really undermine the
value we place on reason or on having a discerning attitude toward au-
thority? What if we took the less exclusive approach of supposing that
everything about human nature is valuable to us as humans, without
worrying which aspects of human nature can be found elsewhere in the
natural world?



The Rule of Reason 137

It might seem that this approach would be alien to the medieval
mind-set, given how much stress we’ve seen being placed on reason at
the expense of lower capacities. But here we should recall that many,
though not all, of the thinkers I’ve discussed were in favor of moderat-
ing the passions and not extirpating them, so that lower psychological
powers are allowed to play a role in the best human life. These powers
will play that role well just so long as they follow the lead of reason,
much as the mugqallid is a valuable member of society and the religious
community but needs to follow the lead of the expert. This fits with an-
other significant idea in medieval anthropology, namely, that all created
natures are contained within human nature. Often this was expressed
by describing humans as a “microcosm,” that is, a version of the whole
universe in miniature. Examples of this idea are too numerous to men-
tion, but from the Islamic world one could refer to al-Kindt, who ends
one of his cosmological works by comparing the human body to the uni-
verse. He arguably goes into more detail than strictly necessary, as he
mentions how caves are like intestines, pools and wells like the stom-
ach and bladder.** The concept of the microcosm then becomes a central
theme in the writings of the Brethren of Purity, who devoted an entire
treatise to the idea, and another to the inverse claim that the cosmos is
a “great human.”®

In the Christian tradition one should at least mention Hildegard of
Bingen, who explores the theme at length in her On the Works of God.®
Rather than dismiss the body and its functions, Hildegard extols the
value of such things as breath, the heat in the heart, our eyes and brain,
as images of different parts of the wider universe. The most famous ex-
ample from Christian Europe, though, comes later with the short oration
by Pico Della Mirandola (d. 1494), posthumously called On the Dignity
of Man %" In this speech Pico argues that God already created all natures
before finally making humans and thus decided to fuse all these natures
in Adam. It is this that makes humans the “most happy of animals” and
indeed the creature most worthy of admiration.

Not that these works are without any trace of the hierarchical think-
ing we’ve seen throughout this chapter. Pico extols human nature for
containing all things but insists that it is then up to us to choose the better
part of this comprehensive nature, which of course is our rationality. And
the Brethren of Purity, following the Platonic tradition, claim that the
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cosmos has a single soul and that this soul rules over the whole universe
like a king or householder. My point is rather that the microcosm theme
was one way the medievals could show appreciation for such phenomena
as sensation or digestion in humans, precisely the respects in which we
are like animals. I will bring this chapter and the book to a close by giv-
ing just one more example, which comes from the very same work with
which I began: Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy ibn Yagzan.

As you’ll recall, this text is a narrative whose title character begins as
an infant on an island with no other humans and matures to become a phi-
losopher and mystic. Something I left unmentioned in the introduction is
that Hayy’s progress is not merely a matter of emerging rationality. To the
contrary, his animal nature is clearly marked, as is his plant nature, if we
take this to be an implication of his being spontaneously generated from
the earth. Hayy’s survival as an exposed infant on the island is thanks to
a gazelle who adopts him, and he goes on to learn to imitate animal calls
and even to garb himself like an animal.®® Now, this is only an early stage
in Hayy’s development, and he goes on to what we would recognize as
more distinctively human levels of maturation. But this does not mean
his “animal” phase is forgotten or rejected as valueless. In general, it is
a central and difficult interpretive question whether the earlier phases of
Hayy’s story are fully transcended by subsequent phases, in which case
all his philosophical discoveries would themselves be rendered obsolete
by Hayy’s progression to Sufi-style mystic insight. I would lean toward
a reading on which Ibn Tufayl recognizes the value of each stage, and
hence of every aspect of Hayy’s nature, even while recognizing that the
later stages are “higher” or more advanced. That would take from the
story a message similar to what we have gleaned from uses of the mi-
crocosm theory, a theory that, by the way, Ibn Tufayl himself endorses.”

This, I think, is a final message worth taking to heart. Rationality
in belief, in the search for knowledge, and in the critical use of authority
are all valuable. They were well worth the attention lavished on them by
the medievals, and well worth the time you and I have invested in writ-
ing and reading this book. But there is, after all, more to life than being
rational.
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NOTES

INTRODUCTION

1. On Ibn Tufayl, see T. Kukkonen, /bn Tufayl: Living the Life of Reason
(London: Oneworld, 2014); and for the text in English, see /bn Tufayl’s Hayy ibn
Yaqzan, trans., introd., and notes L. E. Goodman (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2009).

2. This would connect Hayy to a tradition of worry over “vicious” states and
the plight of good men in them, which goes back to Plato by way of al-Farabit and is
thematized in the tellingly named Regime of the Solitary, a work by Ibn Bajja, an-
other Andalusian philosopher whose works were well known to Ibn Tufayl.

3. M. Meyerhof and J. Schacht, ed. and trans., The Theologus autodidactus
of Ibn al-Nafts (Oxford: Clarendon, 1968). See N. Fancy, “The Virtuous Son of the
Rational: A Traditionalist’s Response to the Falasifa,” in Avicenna and His Legacy:
A Golden Age of Science and Philosophy, ed. Y. T. Langermann (Turnhout: Brepols,
2009), 219-47.

4. Here I should mention a book that came to my attention only while revising
the manuscript: A. R. Booth, Islamic Philosophy and the Ethics of Belief (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016). Booth investigates some of the same issues I do. He even
uses the phrase “epistemic elite” (41) and talks about the problem of expertise (59).
However, his conclusions are rather different from mine, for a number of reasons.
For one thing he focuses only on the faldsifa (in fact mostly on al-Farabi), whereas
the present book is much more wide-ranging. More important, he seeks to spell out
the epistemology of al-Farabi and other faldsifa in the language of contemporary
epistemology, which I think leads to some distortions. In particular, the concepts
“evidence” and “‘justification,” which play a central role in Booth’s account, are not
concepts that were used by the falasifa. They were foundationalists who thought that
knowledge must be of necessary truths, which will be either indubitable first prin-
ciples or derived from such principles (on this, see below, ch. 2). So it is rather mis-
leading to suggest that the epistemic norm accepted by the falasifa is to ensure that
one’s beliefs are “justified” by an “epistemic reason” (5). In most if not all cases the
“reason” would simply be that the proposition one is believing is necessarily true and
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cannot be doubted by anyone who grasps it properly. This helps explain the absence
of discussions about justification in medieval Islamic epistemology.

5. M. Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, vol. 1, trans., introd., and
notes by S. Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), §3.51.

CHAPTER 1
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context of the ancient thinkers Plato, Cicero, and Olympiodorus. She reaches a con-
clusion similar to mine in chapter 3 below, namely, that responsible use of authority
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2. A. El Shamsy, “Rethinking 7aqlid in the Early Shafi'T School,” Journal of
the American Oriental Society 128 (2008): 1-23, at 4-5.
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the AD or CE date to facilitate chronological comparison between Jewish, Muslim,
and Christian authors.

4. See D. Gutas, “Avicenna and After: The Development of Paraphilosophy. A
History of Science Approach,” in Islamic Philosophy from the 12th to the I4th Cen-
tury, ed. S. Conermann and A. Al Ghouz (Bonn: Bonn University Press, 2018), 19-72.

5. Onthis, see A. El Shamsy, The Canonization of Islamic Law: A Social and
Intellectual History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

6. A.F. Ibrahim, “Rethinking the Taqlid—ijtihdd Dichotomy: A Conceptual-
Historical Approach,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 136 (2016): 285-303,
at 292.
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8. W. B. Hallaq, “Was the Gate of Jjtihad Closed?,” International Journal of
Middle East Studies 16 (1984): 3—41.

9. S. A. Jackson, “Taglid, Legal Scaffolding and the Scope of Legal Injunc-
tions in Post-Formative Theory: Mutlag and ‘@mm in the Jurisprudence of Shihab al-
Din al-Qaraf1,” Islamic Law and Society 3 (1996): 165-92, at 167.

10. On this in the Malik1 school, see M. Fadel, “The Social Logic of Tag/id and
the Rise of the Mukhtasar,” Islamic Law and Society 3 (1996): 193-233.

11. Ibrahim, “Rethinking the Taqlid—ijtihad Dichotomy,” 286, 296; R. Peters,
“Ijtihad and Taqlid in 18th and 19th Century Islam,” Die Welt des Islams 20 (1980):
131-46, at 140.

12. N. Calder, “Doubt and Prerogative: The Emergence of an Imami Shi‘t
Theory of [jtihad,” Studia Islamica 70 (1989): 57-78, at 61.

13. Hasan b. Yusuf al-‘Allama, quoted in Calder, “Doubt and Prerogative,” 75.



Notes to Pages 7—13 149

14. Quoted in R. El Omari, The Theology of Abii I-Qasim al-Balkhi/al-Ka'bt
(d. 319/931) (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 152—-53; the following quote on al-Ka'bi’s view is
from 159.

15. R. M. Frank, “Al-As‘arT’s Conception of the Nature and Role of Specula-
tive Reasoning in Theology,” in Proceedings of the VIth Congress of Arabic and Is-
lamic Studies (Stockholm: Almquist och Wiksell, 1972), 13654, at 144.

16. R. M. Frank, “Knowledge and Tuqlid: The Foundations of Religious Belief
in Classical Ash‘arism,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 109 (1989): 37—
62, at 45.

17. Frank, “Knowledge and Taglid,” 50.

18. See, e.g., D. Pritchard, Epistemic Luck (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005).

19. Frank, “Knowledge and Taglid,” 48.

20. Frank, “Knowledge and Tagqlid,” 53.

21. Jalal al-Din Dawani, Nir al-Hidaya, in al-Rasa’il al-mukhara az Allama
Muhaqqiq Dawant wa Mir Damad, ed. S. A. Toysirkani (Isfahan: Imam ‘Al1 Public
Library, 1983), 105-28, at 110—11. My thanks to Hanif Amin Beidokhti for help with
the Persian text.

22. K. El-Rouyaheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century:
Scholarly Currents in the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2015), 176, 182.

23. See P. Adamson, A History of Philosophy Without Any Gaps: Philosophy in
the Islamic World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 419, where I explain this
as an “externalist” criterion as opposed to al-Saniisi’s “internalist” constraint that the
believer must have certain knowledge that his belief is true.

24. For what follows, see D. van Dalen, Doubt, Scholarship and Society in
17th-Century Central Sudanic Africa (Leiden: Brill, 2016).

25. El Shamsy, “Rethinking Taqlid,” 10. For the relation between consultation
and taqlid, see also B. G. Weiss, The Search for God’s Law: Islamic Jurisprudence
in the Writings of Sayf al-Din al-Amidi (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
2010), ch. 17.

26. Frank, “Knowledge and Tagqlid,” 58.

27. R. M. Frank, “Al-Ghazali on Taglid: Scholars, Theologians, and Philoso-
phers,” Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften 7 (1991—
92): 207-52.

28. F. Griffel, “Taqlid of the Philosophers: al-Ghazalt’s Initial Accusation in
His Tahdafut,” in Ideas, Images, and Methods of Portrayal: Insights into Classical
Arabic Literature and Islam, ed. S. Glinther (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 273-96, at 281.

29. al-Ghazali, The Incoherence of the Philosophers, ed. and trans. M. E. Mar-
mura (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 1997), 226.

30. See P. Adamson, “On Knowledge of Particulars,” Proceedings of the Aris-
totelian Society 105 (2005): 273-94.

31. F. Bouhafa, “Ethics and Figh in al-Farabi’s Philosophy,” in Philosophy and
Jurisprudence in the Islamic World, ed. P. Adamson (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2019), 11-27.
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32. Abi Nasr al-Farabi, Kitab al-Milla wa nusiis ukhra, ed. M. Mahdi (Beirut:
Dar al-Mashriq, 1968), 47.

33. al-Farabi, Kitab al-Milla, 47-48.

34. For the use of this term in Islamic law, as meaning a “recognized” report
about the sayings of the Prophet agreed by consensus, see A. Zysow, The Economy
of Certainty: An Introduction to the Typology of Islamic Legal Theory (Atlanta, GA:
Lockwood, 2013), 17-22.

35. For more on the significance of this title, relating the work to the concerns
of Islamic jurisprudence, see U. Rudolph, “Reflections on al-Farabi’s Mabadi ara’
ahl al-madina al-fadila,” in In the Age of al-Farabi: Arabic Philosophy in the Fourth/
Tenth Century, ed. P. Adamson (London: Warburg Institute, 2008), 1-14.

36. 1 here differ from A. R. Booth, Islamic Philosophy and the Ethics of Be-
lief (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 42, who holds that for al-Farabi only the
prophet belongs to the epistemic elite. I do not see anything in al-Farabi to rule out
the possibility of a philosopher who has comprehensive demonstrative understand-
ing. But such a figure could not play the vital political role carried out by the prophet,
since the non-prophet philosopher has no revelatory text for presenting truths to the
masses in a persuasive fashion.

37. Fadel, “The Social Logic of Taqlid,” 203—4.

38. On the Aristotelian source of this slogan, see R. C. Taylor, “Truth Does Not
Contradict Truth: Averroes and the Unity of Truth,” Topoi 19 (2000): 3—16.

39. For this, see my forthcoming paper “Averroes’ Decisive Treatise (Fasl al-
magqal) and Exposition (Kashf) as Dialectical Works,” in Contextualizing Premod-
ern Philosophy: Explorations of the Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, and Latin Traditions,
ed. K. Krause, L. X. Lopez Farjeat, and N. Oschman (London: Taylor and Francis).

40. Averroes, Fasl al-magqal f7 taqrir ma bayna I-shari‘a wa-I-hikma min al-
ittisal, ed. M.‘A. Jabir1 (Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wadah al-‘Arabiyya, 1997), 89.

41. Averroes, Fasl al-magqal, 107.

42 Tbn Rushd, Nass talkhis mantiq Aristi, Kitab al-jadtal wa-I-mughalaa, ed.
J. Rajham1 (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Lubnani, 1992), §1.9.

43. Averroes, al-Kashf ‘an manahij-l-adilla fT ‘aqa’id al-milla, ed. M. Qasim
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Anjilt al-Misriyya, 1964), 168.

44. Averroes, al-Kashf, 138.

45. Inaddition to the discussion of women intellectuals later in this book (ch. 6),
I should add that some philosophers took an unusally generous position on women’s
intellectual capacities. The most famous example is Averroes, who endorses Plato’s
view that women can be philosophers: R. Lerner, ed. and trans., Averroes on Plato’s
Republic (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1974), 58. On this point, Deborah
Black has also reminded me that al-Farabt says women and men are equal in respect
of reason: Al-Farabi, On the Perfect State (Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madinat al-fadilah),
ed. and trans. R. Walzer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), §12.8.

46. As pointed out by Hallaq, “Gate of Jjtihad,” 7.
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47. El Shamsy, “Rethinking Taglid,” 19.
48. Peters, “Ijtihad and Taqlid in 18th and 19th Century Islam.”
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1. L. Bonjour, Structure of Empirical Knowledge (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1985), 15.
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his Essays in Ancient Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 151-78.

3. A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 40 ff.

4. Posterior Analytics 1.8, 75b21-25; my trans. For a commentary on the
work, see Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, trans. J. Barnes (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996).

5. Posterior Analytics 2.19, on which see, e.g., D. Hamlyn, “Aristotelian Epa-
goge,” Phronesis 21 (1976): 167-80; T. Engberg-Pedersen, “More on Aristotelian
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11. For an English translation, see Saadia Gaon, The Book of Beliefs and Opin-
ions, trans. S. Rosenblatt (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1948). I quote
the work from the Arabic edition, Saadia Gaon, Kitab al-Amanat wa I-i ‘tiqgadat, ed.
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15. Saadia, Kitab al-Amanat, 7.

16. Saadia, Kitab al-Amanat, 10.
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and Light: Miskawayh’s Epistle on Soul and Intellect,” Muslim World 102 (2012):
478-524.

18. Adamson and Pormann, “More than Heat and Light,” 489.
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in Scepticism and Anti-Scepticism in Medieval Jewish Philosophy and Thought, ed.
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